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(57) ABSTRACT

A foamed and stretched plastic container having a basic struc-
ture which includes a mouth portion and a body wall continu-
ous to the mouth portion and is stretch-formed, the body wall
forming a foamed region where foamed cells are distributed,
and the mouth portion being an unfoamed region where no
foamed cell is present, wherein the foamed cells present in the
foamed region have a flat shape being stretched in the direc-
tion of stretch, and the foamed cells positioned in the central
portion in the direction of thickness of the container wall have
the largest lengths in the direction of maximum stretch.
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Fig. 11

'Exambfé 1
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Fig. 12

Example 2
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Fig. 13

(LEFT) Fig 13-a: Example 4
(RIGHT) Fig. 13-b: Example 6



US 9,290,287 B2

Sheet 11 of 15

Mar. 22, 2016

U.S. Patent

4

1

Fig.

g ejduexy :g-p| 14

3ov4uas
TOMENNL T

_ dovduns
E

p ajdwexy re-p1 814




US 9,290,287 B2

Sheet 12 of 15

Mar. 22, 2016

U.S. Patent

5

1

Fig.

 ojduexy :g-Gj

y ojduex3 :e-g| 914




U.S. Patent Mar. 22, 2016 Sheet 13 of 15 US 9,290,287 B2

Fig. 16
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Fig. 17
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1
FOAMED AND STRETCHED PLASTIC
CONTAINERS AND METHOD OF
PRODUCING THE SAME

TECHNICAL FIELD

This invention relates to foamed and stretched plastic con-
tainers produced by stretch-forming performs that are
obtained by injection-molding a molten polymer in which an
inert gas is dissolved. More specifically, the invention relates
to foamed and stretched plastic containers produced by a
hot-parison method which stretch-forms preforms obtained
by the injection-molding while maintaining them at a stretch-
able temperature and to a method of producing the same.

BACKGROUND ART

Owing to their excellent properties such as transparency,
heat resistance, gas-barrier property, etc., the stretch-formed
plastic containers obtained by using a polyester as repre-
sented polyethylene terephthalate (PET) and the like have
now been widely used for a variety of applications.

In recent years, further, it has been strongly urged to reuti-
lize the resources, and the foamed and stretched containers
have been known as the stretch-formed containers to favor-
ably meet such a demand. Namely, the foamed and stretched
containers are capable of expressing light-blocking capability
due to foaming without being blended with a coloring agent,
and is very adapted to being recycled as compared to the
containers which are imparted with the light-blocking capa-
bility by being blended with the coloring agent.

As means for foaming plastic formed bodies, the chemical
foaming has long been known using a chemical foaming
agent such as sodium carbonate. At present, however, atten-
tion has been given to the foaming based on the microcellular
technology according to which an inert gas is dissolved in a
plastic material and is grown into bubbles without using the
chemical foaming agent. This foaming technology is also
called physical foaming and offers such advantages as form-
ing the bubbles (foamed cells) in sizes considerably smaller
than those of the chemical foaming and enabling the bubbles
to be homogeneously distributed.

The foamed and stretched plastic containers that utilize the
foaming based on the microcellular technology have been
proposed, for example, by the present applicant (patent docu-
ments 1 to 4).

As the methods of producing stretched plastic containers,
there have been known the cold-parison method and the hot-
parison method.

The cold-parison method is a method of producing con-
tainers by forming container preforms by injection-molding a
plastic material, once cooling the preforms, and stretch-form-
ing the preforms by transferring them to the step of stretch-
forming such as blow-molding. In this method, the step of
forming the preforms by the injection-molding is completely
separate and independent from the step of forming the pre-
forms into the containers by the stretch-forming, offering a
great advantage from the standpoint of high-speed production
and mass production, such as making it possible to set opti-
mum conditions in each of the forming steps and to operate
the forming steps at their maximum rates. This method, fur-
ther, offers such advantages that the preforms can be stored,
that the site where the containers which are the final products
are to be produced can be determined depending upon the
requirements of the users without being restricted to the site
where the preforms are produced. Therefore, the PET bottles

15

20

30

35

40

45

50

2

for containing, especially, beverages have almost all been
produced by the cold-parison method.

On the other hand, the hot-parison method is a method of
producing containers by stretch-forming the container pre-
forms formed by injection-molding the plastic material with-
out cooling the preforms, and transferring them to the step of
stretch-forming while maintaining them at a stretchable tem-
perature. In this method, the preform that is formed is readily
stretch-formed without interruption making it possible to uti-
lize, in the step of stretch-forming, the heat possessed by the
preform readily after it is formed offering a great advantage
from the standpoint that the heat energy is eftectively utilized
and that the facility cost is not expensive. Therefore, this
method is advantageous for the production of thick containers
to which the cold-parison method could not be applied since
it was difficult to heat the preforms. In this method, however,
the stretch-forming is conducted right after having formed the
preforms and, therefore, the stretch-forming conditions are
dependent upon the conditions for forming the preforms (e.g.,
dependent upon the forming rate). The mass productivity and
the rate of production are inferior to those of the cold-parison
method and, therefore, the hot-parison method is applied to
producing products in many kinds but in small lots (e.g.,
containers for containing seasonings and detergents).

It is very difficult to apply the hot-parison method to the
production of foamed and stretched plastic containers by
utilizing the microcellular technology.

Namely, with the cold-parison method, the preform that is
formed is once cooled and is, thereafter, stretch-formed. It is,
therefore, allowed to provide the step of foaming by heating
between the step of forming the preform and the step of
stretch-forming, and to control the degree of foaming by
adjusting the heating condition. With the hot-parison method,
on the other hand, the stretch-forming is conducted following
the formation of the preform without interruption. Therefore,
it is not allowed to provide any independent step of foaming
between the step of forming the preform and the step of
stretch-forming, and it is very difficult to control the foaming.

In producing foamed containers, for instance, it is required
to suppress the foaming in the mouth portion of the containers
to which a cap is to be fixed by fitting or screw-engagement.
This is because a change in the size due to foaming, an
increase in the surface roughness and a decrease in the
strength, bring about a decrease in the sealing by the cap and,
further, make it difficult to attain the engagement between the
cap and the mouth portion of the containers.

In fact, a patent document 5 proposes a foamed and
stretched plastic container obtained by the hot-parison
method without, however, teaching anything about suppress-
ing the foaming in the mouth portion of the containers. There-
fore, the foamed container is very poorly practicable.

PRIOR ART DOCUMENTS

Patent Documents

Patent document 1: JP-A-2006-321887
Patent document 2: JP-A-2008-94495
Patent document 3: JP-A-2009-234627
Patent document 4: JP-A-2009-262550
Patent document 5: JP-B-62-18335
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OUTLINE OF THE INVENTION

Problems that the Invention is to Solve

The present invention is to provide foamed and stretch-
formed plastic containers having a peculiar structure obtained
by the hot-parison method and a method of producing the
containers.

Means for Solving the Problems

The present inventors have conducted the experiments and
study extensively about the method of producing foamed and
stretch-formed plastic containers by utilizing the hot-parison
method. As a result, the inventors have discovered that the
foamed and stretched plastic container having a foamed struc-
ture (structure in which foamed cells are distributed) specific
to the hot-parison method can be obtained if the cavity of a
metal mold is injection-filled with the molten polymer dis-
solving gas while applying a pressure so as to suppress the
foaming therein at the moment of injection-molding the pre-
form and, after the pressure is released, if the foaming is
permitted to take place by utilizing the temperature of the
resin itself that is forming the preform, and have thus com-
pleted the invention.

According to the present invention, there is provided a
foamed and stretched plastic container having a mouth por-
tion and a body wall continuous to the mouth portion and is
stretch-formed, the body wall forming a foamed region where
foamed cells are distributed, and the mouth portion being an
unfoamed region where no foamed cell is present, wherein;

the foamed cells present in the foamed region have a flat
shape being stretched in the direction of stretch, and the
foamed cells positioned in the central portion in the direction
of thickness of the container wall have the largest lengths in
the direction of maximum stretch.

The foamed and stretched plastic containers of the inven-
tion are obtained by the hot-parison method, and can be
roughly divided into those of the three types, i.e., normally
distributed type, locally distributed type and very finely
foamed type depending on the mode of distribution of foamed
cells present in the foamed region formed in the body wall.

In the foamed and stretched plastic container of the nor-
mally distributed type, the foamed cells are concentrated in
the core layer in the central portion of the container wall, and
an unfoamed layer where no foamed cell is distributed is
formed on the outer surface side and/or on the inner surface
side of the core layer.

In the container of the normally distributed type, it is
desired that:

(1) The lengths of the foamed cells in the direction of maxi-
mum stretch positioned on the innermost surface side and on
the outermost surface side relative to the central portion in the
direction of thickness of the container wall, are smaller than
the lengths of the foamed cells in the direction of maximum
stretch positioned in the central portion;

(2) In the foamed region, the unfoamed layers are formed on
the inner surface side and on the outer surface side relative to
the central portion in the direction of thickness of the con-
tainer wall, the unfoamed layer on the outer surface side being
thicker than the unfoamed layer on the inner surface side; and
(3) In the foamed region, the thickness of the container wall is
not less than 0.3 mm, and the total thickness of the unfoamed
layers on the inner surface side and on the outer surface side
is in a range of 20 to 70% of the thickness of the container
wall.
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In the foamed and stretched plastic container of the locally
distributed type, further, the foamed cells are locally distrib-
uted on the inner surface side relative to the central portion in
the direction of thickness of the container wall.

In the container of the locally distributed type, it is desired
that:

(1) Inthe foamed region, the foamed cells are distributed from
the central portion of the container wall up to the surface layer
portion in the inner surface of the container wall, and the
foamed cells which are the shortest in the direction of maxi-
mum stretch are distributed in the form of a layer in the
intermediate portion between the central portion of the con-
tainer wall and the surface layer portion in the inner surface of
the container wall;

(2) Inthe foamed region, the foamed cells are distributed from
the central portion of the container wall up to the surface layer
portion in the inner surface of the container wall, and the
foamed cells which are the shortest in the direction of maxi-
mum stretch are distributed at the highest density in the form
of'alayer in the surface layer portion in the inner surface of the
container wall;

(3) In the foamed region, the thickness of the container wall is
not less than 0.3 mm, and an unfoamed layer where no
foamed cell is present is formed on the outer surface side of
the container wall over a range of 10 to 35% of the thickness
of the container wall; and

(4) The foamed region has a visible ray transmission factor of
not more than 20%.

Further, the foamed and stretched plastic container of the
very finely foamed type has a structure in which in the foamed
region, a very finely foamed layer is formed in the surface
layer portion on the outer surface side of the container wall
and/or in the surface layer portion on the inner surface side
thereof, the very finely foamed layer containing, distributed
therein, the foamed cells which are the shortest in the direc-
tion of maximum stretch, and an unfoamed layer where no
foamed cell is distributed is formed between the very finely
foamed layer and the foamed core layer that contains the
foamed cells positioned in the central portion of the container
wall.

In the container of the very finely foamed type, the above-
mentioned very finely foamed layer is formed specifically in
the surface layer portion on the outer surface side of the
container wall.

According to the present invention, further, there is pro-
vided a method of producing a foamed and stretched plastic
container by forming a preform of a shape having a mouth
portion and a forming portion continuous to the mouth por-
tion by injection-molding a mold cavity with a molten poly-
mer, transferring the preform taken out from the mold cavity
to the step of stretch-forming, and stretch-forming the form-
ing portion of the preform, wherein;

the molten polymer is a melt in which an inert gas is
dissolved;

the metal mold forming the mold cavity is a metal mold of
which a portion corresponding to the mouth portion has a
cooling capability larger than that of a portion corresponding
to the forming portion;

the mold cavity is injection-filled with the molten polymer
while applying a pressure thereto to hold a high pressure in
the mold cavity so that the foaming does not take place;

the mouth portion is forcibly cooled by the metal mold so
that the foaming does not take place even after the pressure is
released;

the forming portion is weakly cooled by the metal mold so
that the foaming takes place starting from the central portion
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of the container wall due to the temperature of the resin after
the pressure has been released; and

the preform taken out from the metal mold is transferred to
the step of stretching and is stretch-formed while the central
portion of the container wall of the forming portion is still
being maintained at a stretch-formable temperature.

The method of production of the present invention can
employ the following means (1) to (5).

(1) When the preform is taken out from the mold cavity after
the pressure has been released, the central portion of the
container wall of the forming portion is maintained at a foam-
able and stretchable temperature, and the foaming takes place
starting from the central portion of the forming portion as the
preform is taken out from the mold cavity;

(2) When the preform is taken out from the mold cavity after
the pressure has been released, the outer surface and the inner
surface of the forming portion of the preform have been
cooled down to a temperature at which the forming does not
take place, and after the preform is taken out from the mold
cavity, the foaming proceeds from the central portion toward
the outer surface side and the inner surface side due to heat
conducted from the central portion;

(3) At least after the preform is taken out from the mold cavity,
the temperatures on the outer surface and the inner surface of
the forming portion of the preform rise to the stretchable
temperature due to heat conducted from the central portion;

(4) Even after the preform is taken out from the mold cavity,
the outer surface and the inner surface of the forming portion
of the preform are maintained at temperatures at which no
foaming takes place; and

(5) The forming portion taken out from the metal mold is
selectively heated from the inner surface side so that the
foaming starts taking place from the central portion of the
container wall as well as from the inner surface side of the
forming portion.

Namely, according to the production method of the present
invention, the forming portion of the preform forms the
foamed region where the foamed cells are distributed and in
the foamed region, the foaming takes place starting from the
central portion of the container wall. Further, the foamed cells
formed in the forming portion of the preform are not of a flat
shape since they have not been stretched and assume a spheri-
cal shape or a shape close to the spherical shape.

Moreover, upon adjusting the distribution of the foamed
cells in the foamed region in the forming portion of the
foamed preform introduced into the step of stretching, it is
made possible to produce a foamed and stretched plastic
container of the above-mentioned normally distributed type,
the locally distributed type or the very finely foamed type.

When, for example, the foamed and stretched plastic con-
tainer of the normally distributed type is to be produced, (a)
the foaming in the forming portion of the preform is so
adjusted that in the foamed preform introduced into the step
of stretching, the foamed cells positioned on the innermost
surface side and on the outermost surface side in the direction
of'thickness of the container wall have diameters smaller than
the diameters of the foamed cells positioned in the central
portion.

Further, when the foamed and stretched plastic container of
the locally distributed type is to be produced, (b) the foaming
in the forming portion of the preform is so adjusted that in the
foamed preform introduced into the step of stretching, the
foamed cells are locally distributed between the central por-
tion and the inner surface side in the direction of thickness of
the container wall.

Further, when the foamed and stretched plastic container of
the very finely foamed type is to be produced, (c) the foaming
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in the forming portion of the preform is so adjusted that in the
foamed preform introduced into the step of stretching, the
surface layer on the outer surface side and/or the inner surface
side of the container wall of the forming portion is forming a
very finely foamed layer in which very finely foamed cells
having diameters of not more than 15 pm are distributed in the
form of a layer at a density of not less than 1x107 cells/cm>.

Effects of the Invention

In the foamed and stretched plastic container (hereinafter
simply referred to as “foamed and stretched container”) of the
present invention, the body wall (its end is forming a closed
bottom portion) is formed from the forming portion of a
foamed preform and is creating a foamed region containing
foamed cells which are distributed in a manner specific to the
hot-parison method. Concretely speaking, in the foamed
region where the foamed cells are distributed, the cell distri-
bution is such that the foamed cells positioned in the central
portion of the container wall have the largest lengths, and the
foamed cells positioned on the inner side and the outer side
have lengths shorter than the foamed cells positioned in the
central portion.

The foamed and stretched containers of the invention hav-
ing the foamed structure can be divided into those of the
normally distributed type, those of the locally distributed type
and those of the very finely foamed type depending on the
mode of distribution of the foamed cells.

Among them, the foamed and stretched containers of the
normally distributed type exhibit light-blocking capability
higher than a certain degree without impairing gas-barrier
property or surface smoothness.

The foamed and stretched containers of the locally distrib-
uted type exhibit light-blocking capability higher than that of
the normally distributed type and can lower the visible ray
transmission factor down to be, for example, 20% or less.

Further, the foamed and stretched containers of the very
finely foamed type exhibit higher light-blocking capability
than that of the locally distributed type and can lower the
visible ray transmission factor down to be, for example, 10%
or less.

The foamed and stretched containers of the present inven-
tion are obtained by the hot-parison method, have a cell
distribution specific to the hot-parison method, and have a
distinguished feature in that the container mouth portion
formed from a molten polymer in which a gas dissolved is
creating an unfoamed region where no foamed cell is present.
Namely, the container mouth portion where no foamed cell is
present makes it possible to effectively avoid a decrease in the
properties such as engagement with the cap and sealing by the
cap, caused by a dimensional change stemming from the
foaming, by a decrease in the strength and by an increase in
the surface roughness. Therefore, the container mouth por-
tion of the invention makes it possible to maintain practica-
bility. It is, therefore, allowed to avoid foaming in the con-
tainer mouth portion and to maintain practicability; i.e., the
present invention plays a very great role toward practicably
utilizing the foaming by the hot-parison method.

According to the invention, further, the foamed preform
introduced into the step of stretch-forming is adjusted for its
progress of foaming taking place from the outer side and the
inner side of the forming portion, enabling the foamed cells of
a flat shape present in the body wall (foamed region) of the
stretch-foamed container to assume any one of the normally
distributed type, locally distributed type or finely foamed
type. Depending on the mode of distribution, the containers
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can be imparted with excellent light-blocking capability, sur-
face smoothness and appearance.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a diagram illustrating the whole process of a
method of producing foamed and stretched containers of the
present invention.

FIG. 2 is a view illustrating an injection process employed
for forming a preform that is used in the method of production
of the present invention.

FIG. 3 is a view showing, in cross section, a foamed pre-
form introduced into the step of stretching, and the whole
shape of a foamed and stretched container obtained from the
preform.

FIG. 4 is a view showing the states of distribution of
foamed cells in the foamed region (forming portion) of the
foamed preform introduced into the step of stretching.

FIG. 5 is a sectional view showing the state of distribution
of flatly foamed cells in the body wall (foamed region) of the
foamed and stretched container obtained from the foamed
preform that has the foamed structure of the normally distrib-
uted type shown in FIG. 4(a).

FIG. 6 is a sectional view showing the state of distribution
of flatly foamed cells in the body wall (foamed region) of the
foamed and stretched container obtained from the foamed
preform that has the foamed structure of the locally distrib-
uted type shown in FIG. 4(b1).

FIG. 7 is a sectional view showing the state of distribution
of flatly foamed cells in the body wall (foamed region) of the
foamed and stretched container obtained from the foamed
preform that has the foamed structure of the locally distrib-
uted type shown in FIG. 4(52).

FIG. 8 is a sectional view showing the state of distribution
of flatly foamed cells in the body wall (foamed region) of the
foamed and stretched container obtained from the foamed
preform that has the very finely foamed structure shown in
FIG. 4(c1).

FIG. 9 is a sectional view showing the state of distribution
of flatly foamed cells in the body wall (foamed region) of the
foamed and stretched container obtained from the foamed
preform that has the very finely foamed structure shown in
FIG. 4(c2).

FIG. 10 is a photograph showing the appearance of pre-
forms prepared in Examples 1, 2 and Comparative Example
1.

FIG. 11 is a photograph showing the appearance of a
foamed container (bottle) prepared in Example 1.

FIG. 12 is amicrophotograph showing, in cross section, the
body wall of the preform prepared in Example 2.

FIG. 13 is a photograph showing the appearance of pre-
forms prepared in Example 4 and Comparative Example 6.

FIG. 14 is amicrophotograph showing, in cross section, the
forming portions of the preforms prepared in Examples 4 and
6.

FIG. 15 includes a photograph showing the appearance of
a foamed container (bottle) prepared in Example 4 and a
microphotograph showing, in cross section, the body wall of
the same container.

FIG. 16 is amicrophotograph showing, in cross section, the
body wall of a foamed container (bottle) prepared in Example
7.

FIG. 17 includes a microphotograph showing, in cross
section, the forming portion of the preform prepared in
Example 7 and a microphotograph showing, in cross section
and on an enlarged scale, the outer side of the forming por-
tion.
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FIG. 18 is a microphotograph showing, in cross section, the
forming portion of a preform prepared in Example 8.

MODES OF THE INVENTION

<Production of the Foamed and Stretched Containers>

The foamed and stretched container of the present inven-
tion is formed by a hot-parison method by using a molten
polymer in which an inert gas is dissolved, the hot-parison
method comprising, as shown in FIG. 1, a step of forming a
preform for a container by the injection-molding, a step of
foaming while maintaining the forming portion of the formed
container preform at a stretchable temperature (a foamed
container preform is obtained in this step), and a step of
stretch-forming the forming portion of the obtained foamed
preform while maintaining it at the stretchable temperature.
<Starting Resins>

As the starting resins used for producing the containers of
the invention, there can be used known thermoplastic resins
without any special limitation so far as inert gas can be dis-
solved in them inert gas. For example, there can be used olefin
resins such as low-density polyethylene, high-density poly-
ethylene, polypropylene, poly 1-butene, poly 4-methyl-1-
pentene, random or block copolymers between a-olefins such
as ethylene, propylene, 1-butene or 4-methyl-1-pentene, and
cyclic olefin copolymers; ethylene-vinyl copolymers such as
ethylene-vinyl acetate copolymer, ethylene-vinyl alcohol
copolymer, and ethylene-vinyl chloride copolymer; styrene
resins such as polystyrene, acrylonitrile-styrene copolymer,
ABS, and a-methylstyrene-styrene copolymer; vinyl resins
such as polyvinyl chloride, polyvinylidene chloride, vinyl
chloride-vinylidene chloride copolymer, methyl polyacrylate
and methyl polymethacrylate; polyamide resins such as nylon
6, nylon 6-6, nylon 6-10, nylon 11, and nylon 12; polyester
resins such as polyethylene terephthalate, polybutylene
terephthalate, polyethylene naphthalate and copolymerized
polyesters thereof; polycarbonate resin; polyphenylene oxide
resin; and biodegradable resin such as polylactic acid; in one
kind or in a blend of two or more kinds. When the forming
body is to be used for forming a container, in particular, it is
desired to use the olefin resin and the polyester resin. Among
them, the polyester resin and, specifically, the polyethylene
terephthalate resin (PET) is best suited as the resin for con-
tainers and can most desirably be used for producing the
foamed and stretched container of the present invention.

Itis, as a matter of course, allowable, if recyclable property
is neglected, to add coloring agents as well as additives for
imparting functional properties such as barrier property.
<Dissolution of Inert Gas>

The inert gas dissolved in the molten polymer serves as a
foaming agent. Usually, a nitrogen gas or a carbon dioxide is
used.

The inert gas is dissolved in the molten polymer by dosing
the inert gas, under the application of a predetermined pres-
sure, into the resin maintained in a heated and melted state in
a resin-mixing portion (or in the plasticizing portion) of an
injection-molding machine that is used in the step of forming
the preform that is described below. According to this
method, the gas can be dissolved in the injection-molding
machine; i.e., the inert gas can be efficiently dissolved in the
step of forming the container preform.

Here, by adjusting the amount of the gas to be dissolved, it
is allowed to adjust the number of the foamed cells formed by
heating. For example, if the gaseous pressure is elevated and
the mixing time is lengthened under the gas pressure, then the
amount of dissolution of gas can be increased and the number
of the foamed cells can be increased making it, however,
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difficult to control the foaming. Namely, inconvenience is
caused by foaming, such as foaming takes place at the time of
forming the container preform and the container that is finally
obtained loses surface smoothness. Therefore, the inert gas
should be dissolved in an amount in a suitable range.
<Forming the Preform>

In the invention, the molten polymer in which the gas is
dissolved with the gas as described above is injected into the
metal mold in which a high pressure is held and is injection-
filled. With reference to FIG. 2 which illustrates the process of
injection, an injection metal mold generally designated at 1
has a shell metal mold 3 that is maintained cool and a core
metal mold 5. A cavity 7 is formed by the metal molds 3 and
5. The cavity 7 is filled with the molten polymer injected from
an injection nozzle 9 connected to an injection-molding
machine (not shown). Further, the cavity 7 is communicated
with a gas port 10.

That is, the molten polymer in which the gas is dissolved is
injected into the cavity 7 from the injection nozzle 9. Upon
being cooled and solidified in the cavity 7, the molten poly-
mer assumes the shape of the cavity 7.

Referring to FIG. 3, for example, a container preform 50
formed by the injection-molding includes a mouth portion 51
and a forming portion 53. The forming portion 53 is a portion
that is to be stretch-formed by blow-molding that is described
below, corresponds to the body wall of the container that is to
be formed, and has a closed bottom portion 55 at an end
thereof.

The mouth portion 51 is a portion that is not stretched, and
is forming a threaded portion 51a that comes into screw-
engagement with a cap and a support ring 516 for being
carried (depending on the type of the container that is formed,
however, the support ring 515 is not often formed). Therefore,
a container 60 obtained by blow-molding the preform 50
includes a mouth portion 61 that corresponds to the mouth
portion of the preform 50 and a body wall 63 that corresponds
to the forming portion 53 of the preform, the end of the body
wall 63 being closed to form a bottom portion 65. Like the
mouth portion 51 of the preform 50, the mouth portion 61 has
a threaded portion 51a and a support ring 515.

As will be understood from the above shape, foaming must
be avoided in the mouth portion 51 (mouth portion 61 of the
container 60) of the preform 50 (and container 60). This is
because defective engagement with the cap and a decrease in
the sealing are brought about by a decrease in the strength, by
a decrease in the dimensional stability and by a increase in the
surface roughness due to foaming. To avoid defective engage-
ment with the cap and decrease in the sealing, it is specifically
essential to avoid foaming in the threaded portion 51a (61a of
the container 61).

Reverting to FIG. 2, to form the above preform 50, the shell
metal mold 3 for forming the cavity 7 is divided into a mouth
portion metal mold 3a that corresponds to the mouth portion
51 and a forming portion metal mold 35 that corresponds to
the forming portion 53.

Here, to produce the container 60 by the hot-parison
method according to the present invention, the forming por-
tion 53 (specifically, the central portion in the wall of the
forming portion 53) of the preform 50 held in the cavity 7
must be maintained at a temperature at which it can be
stretched and foamed, and must, at the same time, be main-
tained, at the mouth portion 51 of the preform 50, at a tem-
perature at which the foaming does not take place. A portion
that corresponds to the mouth portion 51 must be maintained
ata temperature lower than the portion that corresponds to the
forming portion 53. Therefore, the cooling capability of the
mouth portion metal mold 3a corresponding to the mouth
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portion 51 must be set to be larger than the cooling capability
of the forming portion metal mold 35 corresponding to the
forming portion 52. For example, though not shown, the
temperature of the cooling medium introduced into the cool-
ing pipes passing through the mouth portion metal mold 3a is
set to be lower than the temperature of the cooling medium
that flows into the cooling pipes in the forming portion metal
mold 35. The flow rate of the cooling water and the shape of
the cooling holes are also set by taking the cooling effect into
account as a matter of course.

Here, if the portion corresponding to the mouth portion 51
can be strongly cooled and if the portion (35) corresponding
to the forming portion 53 can be weakly cooled, then the shell
metal mold 3 does not have to be of the split type.

If the forming portion 53 is capable of maintaining the
central portion of the wall at a temperature at which it can be
stretch-formed, then the temperatures of the outer surface
portion and of the inner surface portion may be cooled down
to a temperature region lower than the stretch-formable tem-
perature until when the preform is introduced into the step of
stretch-forming that will be described later so far as the tem-
perature can be elevated up to the stretch-formable tempera-
ture by the heat conducted from the central portion.

In injecting the molten polymer according to the invention,
further, a nitrogen gas, carbon dioxide or air is fed into the
cavity 7 from the gas port 10 to hold the pressure high in the
cavity 7. With the molten polymer in which the gas is dis-
solved being filled in the cavity 7 in which a high pressure is
held, it is allowed to effectively suppress the breakage of
foams of when the molten polymer is fluidized in the cavity 7,
to prevent the occurrence of swirl marks caused by the break-
age of foams and, therefore, to obtain a formed article having
a highly smooth surface.

For example, if the molten polymer in which the gas is
dissolved is filled in the cavity 7, the gas dissolved in the end
portion of the molten polymer flowing into the cavity 7
expands due to a pressure differential relative to space in the
cavity 7, and brings about foam breakage. Namely, the molten
polymer flows in the cavity 7 in a state where the end portion
is developing foam breakage, and this state is transferred onto
the surface of the metal mold. The resin cools and solidifies on
the surface of the metal mold and, therefore, swirl marks
develop on the surface of the obtained preform 50 becoming
a cause of surface roughness. On the other hand, if the gas is
fed into the cavity 7 to hold the pressure therein high, then it
is allowed to effectively prevent the occurrence of foam
breakage while the molten polymer is being fluidized and,
therefore, to effectively avoid the surface roughness caused
by swirl marks and the like.

According to the present invention, further, the elevated
pressure is held as the molten polymer continues to be
injected. Namely, holding the elevated pressure makes it pos-
sible to effectively prevent the foaming from taking place in
the cavity 7.

The molten polymer injected into the cavity 7 as described
above is held therein under the application of pressure, and is
imparted with the shape of a container preform 50 being
cooled by the mouth portion metal mold 3a and the forming
portion metal mold 35. Next, the shell metal mold 3 (mouth
portion metal mold 3a and forming portion metal mold 354)
and the core metal mold 5, which are executing the cooling,
are opened, and the container preform 50 that is formed is
taken out.

According to the present invention as described above, the
cavity 7 holding a high pressure therein is filled with the
molten polymer in which the gas is dissolved and is, further,
applied with pressure making it possible not only to form the
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container preform 50 having a low degree of surface rough-
ness without swirl marking but also to effectively suppress the
foaming despite of dissolving the gas which is a foaming
agent.

In executing the injection-molding as described above,
there is no particular limitation on the pressure in the cavity 7.
Usually, however, it is desired that the pressure is held in a
range of not less than 1.0 MPa, and the molten polymer is
injected into the cavity 7 in which the pressure is held as
above. If the pressure is low, the foam breakage cannot be
effectively suppressed when the molten polymer is being
fluidized; i.e., swirl marks develop and the degree of surface
roughness becomes high.

Further, the degree of holding pressure (pressure that is
held and time) is suitably set depending on the amount of gas
which is dissolved and the temperature of the resin so that the
foaming can be reliably suppressed. To reliably prevent the
foaming in the mouth portion 51, however, the degree of
holding the pressure is so set that the weight reduction ratio
becomes 0%. The weight reduction ratio can be experimen-
tally found according to the following formula.

Weight reduction ratio=[(My-M)/M]x100

wherein,

M, is the weight of the preform obtained by the injection
under the conditions where no inert gas is dissolved and
no forming defect takes place, such as sink marks, and

M, is the weight of the gas-dissolved preform obtained by
having the inert gas dissolved.

That is, the weight reduction ratio decreases with an
increase in the pressure that is held. The weight reduction
ratio also decreases with an increase in the time for holding
the pressure. By utilizing these relations, therefore, the con-
dition for holding the pressure can be so set that the weight
reduction ratio becomes 0%.
<Foaming>

By injecting the molten polymer in which the gas is dis-
solved into the cavity 7 as described above, the preform 50 is
shaped. After the preform 50 is cooled down to a predeter-
mined temperature, the pressure is released. Next, the shell
metal mold 3 (mouth portion metal mold 3¢ and forming
portion metal mold 35) and the core metal mold 5 are opened,
and the preform 50 is taken out from the cavity 7. Here, in the
hot-parison method, the preform 50 is introduced into the step
of'stretch-forming while the forming portion 53 thereof'is still
maintained at a temperature at which it can be stretch-formed.
That is, according to the cold-parison method, the preform 50
is not readily introduced into the step of stretch-forming; i.e.,
the preform 50 is taken out from the cavity 7 after the metal
mold has been sufficiently cooled down. According to the
hot-parison method, on the other hand, the central portion of
container wall of the forming portion 53 must be maintained,
at least, at a temperature (not lower than a glass-transition
temperature) at which it can be stretch-formed. This makes a
great difference between the hot-parison method and the
cold-parison method.

The outer surface and the inner surface of the container
wall of the forming portion 53 do not necessarily have to be
maintained at the stretch-formable temperature. This is
because even after the preform 50 is taken out from the cavity
7, the temperature rises due to the heat conducted from the
central portion of the container wall if the time is short (about
10 to about 30 seconds) before the preform 50 is introduced
into the step of stretch-forming.

Here, the inert gas for foaming has been dissolved in the
preform 50. Therefore, the foaming takes place if the tem-
perature of the preform 50 is maintained to be higher than a
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temperature at which the forming starts taking place in a step
where the pressure is released prior to taking the preform 50
out of the cavity 7. That is, the gas dissolved in the resin (in the
preform 50) expands due to a pressure differential from the
external pressure, and bubbles (foamed cells) grow due to the
separation of phase between the gas and the resin.

In the present invention, the foaming is allowed to take
place selectively in the forming portion 53 of the preform 50
but must not be allowed to take place in the mouth portion 51.

In the cavity 7 mentioned above, therefore, it is necessary
that the mouth portion 51 of the preform 50 is cooled down to
a temperature lower than a foam start temperature at a
moment when the pressure is released. In this case, the outer
surface and the inner surface of the mouth portion 51 are,
respectively, in contact with the shell metal mold 3 (mouth
portion metal mold 3a) and the core metal mold 5. Here,
however, the central portion therein is not in contact with
these metal molds, and the temperature in the central portion
therein is higher than the temperatures on the outer surface
and on the inner surface. To prevent the foaming from taking
place in the mouth portion 51, therefore, the cooling must be
conducted until the temperature becomes lower than the foam
start temperature up to the central portion while holding the
pressure. If the cooling is effected in a state where the pres-
sure has not been held sufficiently, then the resin pressure
decreases due to the shrinkage of resin caused by the cooling,
and the foaming often takes place.

According to the present invention, therefore, the metal
mold for cooling the mouth portion 51 has a large cooling
capability to forcibly cool the mouth portion 51.

The foam start temperature is a temperature higher than the
glass transition temperature (Tg) of the resin and is, usually,
about 5 to about 15° C. higher than the glass transition tem-
perature (Tg) though it varies depending on the amount of the
dissolved inert gas.

Even after the foam start temperature is reached, a certain
period of time is necessary before the bubbles are actually
formed in many numbers and grow. In carrying out the
stretch-forming by the hot-parison method, if the time from
when the preform is taken out from the cavity until when it is
stretch-formed is, for example, about 10 to about 30 seconds,
then the substantial foam start temperature becomes about 15
to about 25° C. higher than the glass transition temperature
(Tg).

On the other hand, the forming portion 53 ofthe preform 50
is a portion that is to be stretched and must, therefore, be
maintained at a temperature at which it can be stretched and,
besides, must be foamed. Therefore, though it is cooled in the
cavity 7 downto a temperature lower than the melting point of
the resin, the temperature in the central portion of the forming
portion 53 in the cavity 7 must still be maintained at a tem-
perature at which it can be stretched and foamed (at a tem-
perature higher than the above-mentioned foam start tem-
perature).

Here, like the foamable temperature, the stretchable tem-
perature is a temperature higher than the glass transition
temperature (Tg) of the resin, and, usually, lies in a range
which is about 5 to about 15° C. higher than the glass transi-
tion temperature (Tg) but is lower than the melting point of
the resin.

Further, though the central portion of the forming portion
53 must be maintained at the foamable temperature, it is also
necessary that the outer surface and the inner surface of the
forming portion 53 in the cavity 7 are maintained at the
stretchable temperatures while at the same time being cooled
down to temperatures lower than the foam start temperature.
That is, if the outer surface and the inner surface of the
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forming portion 53 of the preform 50 are maintained at tem-
peratures higher than the foam start temperature, then the
foaming takes place in the outer surface and in the inner
surface starting from a moment when the preform 50 is taken
out from the cavity 7. Therefore, not only the surface smooth-
ness is impaired but also the foaming takes place in the whole
forming portion 53 causing a great decrease in the strength in
the body wall 63 that corresponds to the forming portion 53 of
the container 60 that is finally obtained and, further, greatly
impairing the gas-barrier property.

In taking out the preform 50 from the cavity 7 in the present
invention, therefore, the outer surface and the inner surface of
the preform 50 have been cooled in either the mouth portion
51 or the forming portion 53 down to a region lower than the
foam start temperature. It is the mouth portion 51 only in
which the temperature has been cooled even up to its central
portion down to a temperature lower than the foam start
temperature. In the forming portion 53, the temperature in the
central portion thereof has been maintained at a temperature
higher than the foam start temperature.

Namely, to execute the cooling so as to form the above-
mentioned temperature profile, use is made of the mouth
portion metal mold 3a having a large cooling capability, the
mouth portion 51 of the preform 50 is strongly cooled by the
mouth portion metal mold 3a and core metal mold 5 having
large cooling capability until the central portion, the inner
surface and the outer surface thereof are all cooled down to
temperatures lower than the foam start temperature. The
forming portion 53 of the preform is weakly cooled compared
to the mouth portion 51 by the forming portion metal mold 34
and core metal mold 5 having a small cooling capability.
Namely, the inner and outer surfaces are cooled down to a
temperature lower than the foam start temperature but the
central portion thereof is maintained at a temperature higher
than the foam start temperature.

As described above, the above-mentioned temperature
profile is formed by conducting the cooling while adjusting
the cooling time (residence time in the cavity 7) depending
upon the cooling capabilities of the mouth portion metal mold
3a, forming portion metal mold 36 and core metal mold 5.
Thereafter, the preform that is formed is taken out from the
cavity 7 permitting the foaming to take place starting from the
central portion of the forming portion 53.

Simultaneously with the start of foaming in the preform 50
taken out from the cavity 7, the heat flows toward the outer
surface and the inner surface from the central portion where
the temperature is maintained higher than the foam start tem-
perature; i.e., the region that assumes the foamable tempera-
ture gradually expands toward the outer surface side and the
inner surface side and accompanying this, the foaming gradu-
ally proceeds toward the outer surface side and the inner
surface side from the central portion of the forming portion
53.

To reliably prevent the foaming from taking place in the
outer surface and in the inner surface of the forming portion
53 before the stretch-forming due to the heat conducted from
the central portion of the forming portion 53 after the preform
50 is taken out from the cavity 7, it is desired that the outer
surface and the inner surface have been cooled down to a
temperature region higher than the stretch-formable tempera-
ture but lower than the foam start temperature at a moment
when the preform 50 is taken out from the cavity 7. However,
if the temperature is elevated up to the stretch-formable tem-
perature but is not elevated to be higher than the foam start
temperature before the stretch-forming, then the outer surface
and the inner surface may be cooled down to a temperature
region lower than the stretch-foamable temperature.
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FIG. 4 shows sectional views of the forming portion 53 at
a moment when the preform 50 obtained by foaming men-
tioned above is introduced into the step of stretch-forming. In
the forming portion 53 as is obvious from these views,
foamed cells A are formed due to foaming having a shape
close to the spherical shape and assuming a basic structure in
that the foamed cells A* positioned in the central portion O
have the largest diameter. This is because due to the cooling
by the metal molds, the resin temperature remains the highest
in the central portion O and gradually drops toward the outer
surface side and the inner surface side.

According to the present invention, the temperatures of the
inner and outer surfaces of the forming portion 53 are con-
trolled after the preform 50 is taken out from the cavity 7 to
adjust the distributed state of the foamed cells yet maintaining
the above basic structure. This makes it possible to obtain the
stretch-foamed container of the above-mentioned normally
distributed type, locally distributed type or very finely foamed
type. FIGS. 4(a) to (¢2) are sectional views of the forming
portions 53 of the preforms 50 corresponding to the above
types of distribution. The distributed states of the foamed
cells will now be described.

1. Forming Portion Corresponding to the Normally Distrib-
uted Type.

In the forming portion 53 of the preform 50 shown in FIG.
4(a), the foamed cells are normally distributed starting from
the central portion O of the container wall.

That is, if the foaming is allowed to take place by main-
taining the central portion of the forming portion 53 at a
temperature higher than the foam start temperature as
described above, then the foaming proceeds up to the outer
surface and the inner surface of the forming portion 53
depending on the cases. If the foaming takes place entirely,
then the surface smoothness is impaired and the container that
is finally obtained has decreased strength and gas-barrier
property. It is, therefore, desired that after the preform 50 is
taken out from the cavity 7, the temperature rises in the
peripheries due to the heat from the central portion O of the
forming portion 53 but the temperatures on the outer surface
and inner surface of the forming portion 53 are still main-
tained to be lower than the foam start temperature.

Here, even if the foam start temperature is reached on the
inner and outer surfaces due to the conduction of heat before
the stretch-forming, the stretch-forming can be executed
maintaining the state where no foaming is taking place near
the inner and outer surfaces provided the time is not long
enough for forming bubbles and growing bubbles.

To adjust the temperature as described above, the cooling
in the cavity 7 may be so effected that the temperature difter-
ential becomes large between the central portion O of the
forming portion 53 and the inner and outer surfaces, e.g., the
cooling may be conduct for a period of time as short as
possible. Further, setting the thickness D of the forming por-
tion 53 of the preform 50 to be relatively large (e.g., not less
than 2.5 mm) is effective in increasing the temperature dif-
ferential between the central portion O of the forming portion
53 and the inner and outer surfaces.

In the forming portion 53 of the preform 50 that is foamed
as described above, the structure of distribution of the foamed
cells A becomes as shown in FIG. 4 (a) when it is introduced
into the step of stretching. Concretely, a foamed layer X* in
which the foamed cells A are present is formed in a region
inclusive of the central portion O, and unfoamed layers Y in
which no foamed cell A is present are formed on the outer
surface side and on the inner surface side.

The unfoamed layerY in which no foamed cell is present is
a layer where the foamed cells, even if they happen to be
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present, have very small cell diameters (diameters of almost
circular cells) (e.g., not larger than 50 pm) and their number is
very small, and is not quite having the basic function as the
foamed layer (e.g., reducing the weight). In the unfoamed
layer Y, for example, the cell density is not more than 1x10*
cells/cm?, and the foaming ratio is less than 3%.

The thicknesses of the thus formed foamed layer X" and the
unfoamed layers Y are set to lie in suitable ranges depending
on the use and the like of the foamed and stretched container
that is finally obtained. The thicknesses of these layers can be
adjusted relying upon the temperature of the central portion O
of'the forming portion 53 or on the temperatures on the inner
and outer surfaces of when it is taken out from the cavity 7.

That is, if the temperature of the central portion O of the
forming portion 53 is close to the foam start temperature, then
the temperature in the central portion drops down to be lower
than the foam start temperature within a short period of time
after the preform 50 is taken out from the cavity 7 and,
therefore, the foaming no longer takes place; i.e., the foamed
layer X* acquires a small thickness and the unfoamed layers
Y acquire large thicknesses.

Further, if the temperatures are low on the inner and outer
surfaces of the forming portion 53, the temperatures near the
inner and outer surfaces are not easily elevated to be higher
than the foam start temperature. As a result, the unfoamed
layers Y are thickly formed in the inner and outer surfaces.

Of the above unfoamed layers Y, further, the unfoamed
layerY on the outer surface side of the container wall tends to
acquire a thickness larger than a thickness of the unfoamed
layerY on the inner surface side of the container wall. This is
because the atmosphere on the inner surface side of the form-
ing portion 53 has a temperature higher than that on the outer
surface side and, therefore, the foaming tends to proceed
toward the inner surface side due to the heat conducted from
the central portion O.

The foaming continues after the preform 50 is taken out
from the cavity 7 until the temperature in the central portion
O of the forming portion 53 drops down to become lower than
the foam start temperature. If, for example, the temperature in
the central portion O of the forming portion 53 is higher than
the foam start temperature, the foaming continues up to the
next step of stretch-forming.

To secure a suitable degree of light-blocking capability by
foaming, it is desired that the foamed cells A' (before
stretched) formed by foaming have diameters (diameters of
almost circular cells) on average of about 50 to about 300 pm
in the central portion O of the forming portion 53, and that the
cell density is not less than 1x10* cells/cm in the central
portion O. The cell diameters and the cell density can be
adjusted by controlling the amount of dissolved inert gas,
cooling condition such as cooling time and the foaming time
(period).

Here, the foamed cells A' in the central portion O stand for
the foamed cells present being overlapped in the central por-
tion O (center line).

With the preform 50 having the foamed structure of the
normally distributed type, further, it is desired that the form-
ing portion 53 (foamed region) has a thickness D of not less
than 2.5 mm when it is to be introduced into the step of
stretch-forming as described earlier, and that the total thick-
ness of the unfoamed layersY on the inner surface side and on
the outer surface side is in a range of 20 to 70% and, specifi-
cally, 30 to 60% of'the thickness D of the container wall in the
forming portion 53. Upon setting the thickness of the
unfoamed layers Y to lie in the above range, it is allowed to
effectively avoid inconvenience such as increase in the sur-
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face roughness caused by foaming when the thickness is
reduced in the step of stretching that will be described later.

From the above forming portion 53 of the preform 50, there
is obtained a foamed and stretch-formed container forming,
in the body wall thereof, a foamed region as shown in FIG. 5.
2. Forming Portion Corresponding to the Locally Distributed
Type:

At the time of the foaming, further, if the forming portion
53 is positively heated from the inner surface side thereof
after the preform 50 is taken out from the cavity 7, the foamed
cells A are distributed in a structure as shown in FIG. 4 (b1) or
FIG. 4 (b2).

That is, foamed cells A of a shape close to the spherical are
formed by foaming. Here, if the preform 50 (forming portion
53) is heated from the inner surface side thereof, the relative
temperature distribution from the inner surface side toward
the outer surface side of the forming portion 53 becomes such
that, as shown in FIG. 4 (b1), the central portion O and the
inner surface acquire high temperatures, the portion between
the central portion O and the inner surface acquires an inter-
mediate temperature, and the outer surface acquires the low-
est temperature. That is, due to the above temperature profile,
the foamed cells A having large diameters are formed in the
central portion O and on the inner surface side, the foamed
cells A having smaller diameters are formed in the portion
between the central portion O and the inner surface, and on
the outer surface side from the central portion O. Moreover, a
layer containing no foamed cell A is formed on the outer
surface side.

Referring, for example, to FIG. 4 (1), the region from the
inner surface up to slightly on the outer surface side of the
central portion O is the foamed layer X' where the foamed
cells A are present and, at least, the foamed cells A are dis-
tributed from the central portion O up to the inner surface as
a whole. On the outer surface side thereof is the unfoamed
layer Y where no foamed cell is present.

Even if the foaming is attained as described above, the
foaming shall not take place from the central portion O toward
the outer surface. If the foaming takes place entirely up to the
outer surface (i.e., no unfoamed layer Y is formed), then the
surface smoothness is impaired, appearance of the container
is marred and, besides, the container loses properties such as
strength, gas-barrier property and the like as described earlier.
It is, therefore, necessary that after the preform 50 is taken out
from the cavity 7, the temperature on the outer surface of the
forming portion 53 is maintained to be lower than the foam
start temperature for a period of time (usually, several tens of
seconds) until the stretch-forming is finished though the tem-
perature in the periphery may rise due to the heat conducted
from the central portion O of the forming portion 53.

To adjust the temperature as described above, it is desired
that the temperature on the outer surface of the forming por-
tion 53 is, for example, lowered as much as possible on
condition that the temperature is still in a range in which the
stretch-forming can be executed. It is, further, allowable to
prevent the temperature on the outer surface from rising
higher than the foam start temperature by blowing the cold air
to the outer surface after the preform 50 is taken out from the
cavity 7 until the preform 50 is transferred to the step of
stretch-forming (foaming takes place during this period).
Moreover, setting the thickness d of the forming portion 53 of
the preform 50 to be relatively large, e.g., to be not less than
2.5 mm, is also effective in increasing the temperature difter-
ential between the central portion O and the inner and outer
surfaces of the forming portion 53.

The thicknesses of the foamed layer X* and the unfoamed
layers Y are set to lie in suitable ranges depending on the use
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of'the foamed and stretched container that is finally obtained.
The thicknesses of these layers can be adjusted depending on
the temperature of the central portion O or the temperature of
the outer surface of the forming portion 53 of when it is taken
out from the cavity 7.

That is, if the temperature in the central portion O of the
forming portion 53 is close to the foam start temperature, then
the temperature in the central portion O drops down to
become lower than the foam start temperature in a short
period of time after the preform 50 is taken out from the cavity
7, the foaming ceases to take place (or the region becomes
narrow where the temperature becomes higher than the foam
start temperature from the central portion O). Therefore, the
foamed layer X' acquires a decreased thickness whereas the
unfoamed layer Y acquires an increased thickness.

Further, the lower the temperature on the outer surface of
the forming portion 53, the more it becomes difficult for the
temperature near the outer surface to become higher than the
foam start temperature. As a result, the unfoamed layer Y is
thickly formed on the outer surface side.

It is, usually, desired that the thickness of the unfoamed
layerY is in a range of about 10 to about 35% of'the thickness
D of the forming portion 53 from the standpoint of obtaining
the foamed and stretched container utilizing the advantage of
foaming to a maximum degree while effectively preventing
the appearance from being hindered by foaming.

The diameters of the foamed cells A’ in the central portion
O of the forming portion 53 formed by foaming and the cell
density in the central portion O are, desirably, in the same
ranges as those of the normally distributed type described
above, i.e., the average cell diameters are about 50 to about
300 um and the cell density is not less than 1x10* cells/cm?
from the standpoint of maintaining a suitable degree of light-
blocking capability by foaming. The cell diameters and the
cell density can be adjusted by controlling the amount of the
dissolved inert gas, cooling condition such as cooling time
and the foaming time (period).

Atthe time of foaming, further, the inner surface is suitably
heated so that the foamed cells A' in the central portion O
acquires a maximum diameter and the foamed cells A? dis-
tributed in the inner surface layer (see FIG. 4 (b1)) acquire
diameters not larger than the diameters of the foamed cells A*
in the central portion O. This is because if the foamed cells A*
distributed in the inner surface layer acquire too large diam-
eters, not only the number of the foamed cells A decreases but
also the strength decreases, forming becomes defective and
gas-barrier property becomes inferior due to foaming.

In FIG. 4 (b1), further, the foamed cells A* have diameters
nearly the same as the diameters of the foamed cells A' in the
central portion O and, therefore, a foamed structure is formed
in that the foamed cells A* of diameters smaller than both of
them are distributed like a layer between the inner surface
layer and the central portion O.

In the foamed preform 50 having the above foamed struc-
ture, the foamed cells A are formed in many number and,
besides, are overlapped one upon the other offering a great
advantage for the production of foamed and stretched con-
tainers having excellent light-blocking capability.

Further, by lowering the heating temperature (e.g., by heat-
ing at a temperature close to the glass transition point Tg) by
mildly setting the degree of heating the inner surface as com-
pared to FIG. 4(b1), it is allowed to form finely foamed cells
A*at ahigh density in the inner surface layer as shown in FIG.
4(b2). In this case, too, foamed cells are formed due to the
heat conducted from the central portion O and from the inner
surface layer. Therefore, the foamed cells A having the larg-
est diameter are distributed in the central portion O, the
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foamed cells A are formed from at least the central portion O
up to the inner surface layer as a whole, and a considerably
large number of small foamed cells A* are distributed on the
side of the inner surface layer. In the foamed and stretched
container obtained from the preform of the above foamed
structure, foamed cells having very short lengths are formed
in very many numbers on the inner surface side to further
improve the light-blocking capability.

In FIG. 4 (b2), for example, it is desired that the average
cell diameter in a region Q from the inner surface of the
forming portion 53 to a depth of 25% of the whole thickness
D, is about 20 to about 100 um on condition that they are
smaller than the average diameter of the foamed cells A' in
the central portion O, and that the cell density in the region Q
is about 1x10° to about 1x10® cells/cm® and, specifically,
about 5x10° to about 1x10® cells/cm?. This is because, if the
average diameter of the finely foamed cells A* in the region Q
is too large or if the cell density therein is too large, then the
strength decreases and the gas-barrier property is hindered by
foaming to a conspicuous degree.

The preform 50 can be easily heated from the inner surface
side thereotf by, for example, inserting a rod-like metal such as
iron core heated by high-frequency induction heating or the
like in the preform 50 that is taken out from the cavity 7, and
transferring the preform 50 to the step of stretch-forming.

From the above forming portion 53 of the preform 50, there
is obtained a foamed and stretch-formed container forming,
in the body wall thereof, a foamed region as shown in FIG. 6
or F1G. 7.

3. Forming Portion Corresponding to the Very Finely Foamed
Type:

In the foamed structure of the very finely foamed type
shown in FIGS. 4(c1) and (¢2), there are formed very finely
foamed layers 20 in which foamed cells having very fine cell
diameters are distributed at a high density in the outer surface
layer and/or in the inner surface layer of the forming portion
53.

For example, the foamed structure of the normally distrib-
uted type shown in FIG. 4(a) described above is realized by
positively heating neither the inner surface side nor the outer
surface side of the forming portion 53 after the preform is
taken out from the mold cavity 7. The foamed structure of the
locally distributed type shown in FIGS. 4(b1) and (62)
described above is realized by positively heating the inner
surface side of the forming portion 53 after the preform 50 is
taken out from the mold cavity 7. On the other hand, the
foamed structure of the finely foamed type shown in FIGS.
4(c1) and (c2) is realized without positively effecting the
heating from the outer side at the time when the preform 50 is
taken out from the mold cavity 7 but setting the temperatures
on the outer surface and/or the inner surface of the forming
portion 53 to be close to the glass transition point (Tg) of the
resin.

That is, the formed body (preform 50) with which the
cavity 7 is injection-molded and assuming a predetermined
shape, contains the inert gas for foaming dissolved therein.
Therefore, if, for example, the temperature thereof becomes
not lower than the foam start temperature under the atmo-
spheric pressure, then the foaming takes place in the step
when the metal mold 3 is opened. That is, the gas dissolved in
the resin (preform) expands due to a pressure differential
from the external pressure, and bubbles (foamed cells) grow
due to the separation of phase between the gas and the resin.

The foam start temperature, as described earlier, is a tem-
perature higher than at least the glass transition temperature
(Tg) of the resin, i.e., a temperature about 5 to about 15° C.
higher than the glass transition temperature (Tg) under the
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atmospheric pressure though it may vary depending on the
mount of the dissolved inert gas or the thickness of the formed
body. Upon maintaining this temperature, the foamed cells
are allowed to grow. The rate of growth of the foamed cells
become large as the temperature rises (i.e., if the resin is
softer).

In the present invention, to form the very finely foamed
layer 20 in the surface layer on the outer surface side or the
inner surface side of the forming portion 53 as shown in FIG.
4 (c1) or FI1G. 4 (¢2) it is necessary that the foaming is reliably
prevented from taking place in the cavity 7 and that the
foaming is allowed to take place after the preform is taken out
from the cavity 7 without the need of positive heating from the
external side. This is because if the foaming takes place in the
cavity 7 or is caused to take place by the positive heating from
the external side after the preform is taken out from the cavity,
the foamed cells acquire large diameters and merge together
making it difficult to form very finely foamed cells A.

Here, what is meant by without effecting the positive heat-
ing is without at all effecting the heating, or is that even if the
heating is effected, it is a very weak heating (e.g., maintaining
the temperature at which the stretch-forming can be executed)
that does not cause very finely foamed cells to grow exces-
sively.

To form the very finely foamed layer 20 in the surface layer
portion on the outer surface side or the inner surface side
relying on the foaming so as to satisfy the above conditions,
the cooling condition is adjusted by the metal molds, and the
temperature in the surface layer of the forming portion 53
where the very finely foamed layer 20 is to be formed is set to
be close to the glass transition point of the resin (specifically,
in a region not lower than Tg but not higher than Tg+25° C.).
When, at least, the surface layer portion of the forming por-
tion 53 is cooled down to at least the above temperature
region, the pressure is released and the metal molds are
opened. It is, further, necessary to so adjust the amount of the
gas that is dissolved that the foaming takes place under the
above conditions.

For example, when the temperature in the surface layer
portion on the outer surface side is cooled down to lie in the
above temperature range in the cavity 7 and when the pressure
is released and the metal molds are opened, the very finely
foamed layer 20 is formed in the surface layer portion on the
outer surface side. Further, when the temperature in the sur-
face layer portion on the inner surface side is cooled down to
lie in the above temperature range and when the pressure is
released and the metal molds are opened, the very finely
foamed layer 20 is formed in the surface layer portion on the
inner surface side.

In FIG. 4(c1), the very finely foamed layer 20 is formed in
the surface layer portion on both the outer surface side and the
inner surface side and in FIG. 4(c2), the very finely foamed
layer 20 is formed in the surface layer portion on the outer
surface side only.

The reason has not yet been clarified why in the invention
the above very finely foamed layer 20 is formed upon adjust-
ing the temperature in the surface layer portion to be close to
the glass transition point of the resin. This, however, is pre-
sumably due to that the glass transition point is nearly the
lower-limit temperature at which the bubbles can be formed,
and upon opening the metal mold at such a temperature, the
pressure that had been applied to the surface layer portion
decreases down to the atmospheric pressure at once, and the
quickly created pressure differential, too, serves as a factor
for forming very finely foamed cells A. In fact, the foamed
cells A® in the very finely foamed layer 20 have very small cell
diameters (not more than 15 um and, specifically, not more
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than 10 um). The thickness t of the very finely foamed layer
20 is very small, e.g., about 30 to about 100 pum telling the fact
that the very finely foamed layer 20 is formed instanta-
neously.

If the external pressure is settled to the atmospheric pres-
sure, the very finely foamed cells A® do not grow any more
unless the temperature is elevated to exceed the above-men-
tioned foam start temperature. After the preform 50 (forming
portion 53) is taken out from the mold cavity 7, therefore, the
temperature in the surface layer portion (very finely foamed
layer 20) should be maintained so will not to exceed the foam
start temperature. Or even if the foam start temperature is
exceeded, the temperature may be elevated (or maintained) in
a temperature range in which the foamed cells grow very
slowly.

When the very finely foamed layer 20 is formed as
described above, too, the forming portion 53 of the preform
50 of when it is taken out from the mold cavity 7 has a
temperature profile; i.e., the surface layer portion in contact
with the metal mold has the lowest temperature and the cen-
tral portion O has the highest temperature. Like the distribu-
tion structure of FIG. 4(a), FI1G. 4(b1) or FIG. 4(b2), there-
fore, i.e., even if the temperature in the surface layer portion
(very finely foamed layer 20) is cooled down to near the glass
transition point, the temperature in the surface layer portion
rises again due to the conduction of heat after the preform is
taken out from the mold cavity.

To stably form the very finely foamed layer 20 as will,
therefore, be understood from the above, the foamed structure
is controlled by taking into consideration the rise of the tem-
perature due to the conduction of heat from the central portion
and by also utilizing the rise of the temperature.

When, for example, the very finely foamed layer 20 is to be
formed in the surface layer portion on both the outer surface
side and the inner surface side as shown in FIG. 4 (c1), the
metal mold temperature and the metal mold cooling time are
so adjusted that the temperatures in the surface layers portion
of the outer surface side and the inner surface side are both
close to the glass transition point and, at the same time, that
the temperature in the central portion O is maintained to be
higher than the foam start temperature when the preform 50
(forming portion 53) is taken out from the mold cavity 7.

By so controlling the temperatures, the foaming starts tak-
ing place in the central portion O of the forming portion 53
from a moment when the formed body is taken out from the
mold cavity (or, depending upon the cases, when the pressure
is released), and the foaming proceeds toward the surface
layers portion on the outer surface side and the inner surface
side due to the heat conducted from the central portion O.
Therefore, the foamed core layer X is formed in the central
portion O containing foamed cells A of the largest diameters
distributed therein, and the very finely foamed layer 20 is
formed in the outer surface portion and in the inner surface
portion, respectively.

As shown in FIG. 4 (c1), further, it is desired that the
unfoamed layers Y are formed among the very finely foamed
layers 20 and the foamed core layer X. That is, by avoiding the
merging among the very finely foamed layers 20 and the
foamed core layer X, it is allowed to reliably prevent the
foamed cells (very finely foamed cells A®) from becoming
large in the very finely foamed layers 20.

To form the unfoamed layers Y of a suitable thickness
among the very finely foamed layers 20 and the foamed core
layer X, the temperatures near the very finely foamed layers
20 may be maintained to be not higher than the foam start
temperature. For this purpose, there can be employed means
such as blowing the cold air or readily cooling the metal
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molds used for the subsequent secondary forming (stretch-
forming, etc.). There can be, further, employed means for
adjusting the conditions for cooling the metal mold so that the
temperature in the central portion O of the forming portion 53
becomes as close to the foam start temperature as possible
when the forming portion 53 is taken out from the mold cavity
7. Or the above means may be used in combination.

To attain the foamed structure of the pattern shown in FIG.
4 (c1), alarge temperature differential must be formed among
the surface layers portion of the forming portion 53 and the
central portion O thereof when the forming portion 53 is taken
out from the metal mold and, besides, after the forming por-
tion 53 is taken out from the metal mold, the temperature in
the surface layers portion (very finely foamed layers 20) must
not be elevated by the heat from the central portion O to
exceed the foam start temperature. Moreover, unfoamed lay-
ers Y must be formed among the very finely foamed layers 20
and the foamed core layer X. It is, therefore, desired that a
large thickness D is possessed by the forming portion 53 of
the preform 50 in which the foamed regions of the above
foamed structure are formed, the thickness D being, desir-
ably, not less than 2 mm.

The thickness d of the unfoamed layers Y among the very
finely foamed layers 20 and the foamed core layer X may be
such that the foamed cells A of large diameters grown from
the central portion O to form the foamed core layer X do not
meet together with the very finely foamed cells A® even when
stretched as will be described later, and is, usually, not less
than 30 um and, specifically, in a range of about 30 to 120 um.

When the very finely foamed layers 20 are formed, further,
the external heating can be effected from the inner surface
side like in the case of the foamed structure of the above
locally distributed type. This enables the very finely foamed
layer 20 to be formed in the surface layer portion of the outer
surface side only as shown in FIG. 4(¢2). In the surface layer
portion on the inner surface side, there is formed a finely
foamed layer 25 which contains finely foamed cells A* of a
diameter larger than that of the very finely foamed cells A® but
smaller than that of the foamed cells A in the central portion
O, the finely foamed layer 25 being continuous to the foamed
core layer X.

That is, to form the foam distribution structure of FIG.
4(c2), the external heating is effected from the side of the
inner surface layer portion after the preform 50 (forming
portion 53) is taken out from the mold cavity 7 though the
cooling conditions in the mold cavity 7 are quite the same as
those of the case of forming the distribution structure of FIG.
4(c1). Upon conducting the external heating as above, there
can be formed the finely foamed layer 25 continuous to the
foamed core layer X.

Inthe above finely foamed layer 25 as described above, the
diameter of the foamed cells A* forming the finely foamed
layer 25 can be adjusted by the heating temperature of the
external heating; i.e., the diameter of the foamed cells A*
increases as the temperature increases and the diameter of the
foamed cells A* decreases as the temperature decreases. By
setting the conditions of the external heating to lie in a suit-
able range, therefore, the average diameter of the foamed
cells A* can be set to lie in a predetermined range. For
example, in the region Q of a depth of up to 500 um from the
inner surface of the forming portion 53, it is desired that the
average cell diameter is about 20 to about 100 um on condi-
tion that the average cell diameter thereof is smaller than the
average diameter of the foamed cells A in the central portion
O but is larger than the average diameter of the very finely
foamed cells A®. It is, further, desired that the cell density in
the above region Q is in a range of about 5x10° to about 1x10%
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cells/cm® from the standpoint of suppressing a decrease in the
strength and in the gas-barrier property caused by foaming.

As the external heating means as described earlier, there
can be employed a suitable means depending on the size and
shape of the forming portion 53 of the preform 50, such as
heating by the hot air or a heater or inserting the iron core
heated by high-frequency heating.

It is desired that the foamed structure of the pattern shown
in FIG. 4 (¢2), too, forms a large temperature differential by
the metal mold cooling and, therefore, that the forming por-
tion 53 has a large thickness D in a range of, for example, not
less than 2 mm.

As described above, it is allowed to form the forming
portion of a foam distribution structure of the normally dis-
tributed type, locally distributed type or very finely foamed
type. The foamed region where the foamed cells are distrib-
uting as described above is, usually, formed in the whole
forming portion 53 that corresponds to the body wall of the
container that is finally obtained but can also be formed in
only a portion of the forming portion 53, as a matter of course.
To form the unfoamed region containing no foamed cell in
only a portion of the forming portion 53, the whole region
from the surface layer portion up to the central portion in a
predetermined portion of the forming portion 53 may be
cooled to acquire a temperature lower than the foam start
temperature by cooling the metal mold in the same manner as
is done for the mouth portion.

Foamed and stretch-formed containers forming, in the
body walls thereof, the foamed regions shown in FIGS. 8 and
9, can be obtained from the forming portions 53 of the pre-
forms 50 having distribution structures of the above-men-
tioned very finely foamed types shown in FIGS. 4(c1) and
(c2).
<Stretch-Forming and Containers>

In the present invention, the foamed preform 50 having the
above-mentioned foam distribution structure formed in the
forming portion 53 thereof'is subjected to the stretch-forming
such as blow-molding while the temperature in the forming
portion 53 is still maintained at a temperature at which it can
be stretch-formed. Thus, as shown, for example, in FIG. 3,
there is obtained a foamed and stretched container 60 having
a mouth portion 61 inclusive of a threaded portion 61a and a
support ring 615 and having a body wall 63, which are cor-
responding to the preform 50.

Namely, in the above container, the body wall 63 represents
the forming portion 53 of the preform 50 and, like in the
forming portion 53, the lower end of the body wall 63 is
closed to form a bottom portion 65. The body wall 63 is the
foamed region where the foamed cells are present, whereas
the mouth portion 61 is the unfoamed region where there is
present quite no foamed cell.

The present invention forms the stretch-formed container
by utilizing the hot-parison method, from the formation ofthe
preform 50 through up to the formation of the stretch-formed
container 60 without interruption or concretely, stretch-form-
ing the preform by transferring it to the step of stretch-form-
ing maintaining the temperature in the central portion of the
forming portion 53 of the preform at a stretch-formable tem-
perature. As the stretch-forming employed by the present
invention, therefore, there is usually used the known blow-
molding. If the container to be formed has a mouth portion
which serves as a port for taking out the content contained
therein and on which a cap or a lid is to be fitted, however,
there can be used a vacuum-forming as represented by the
plug-assist forming, as a matter of course.

Ifthe preform 50 of which the forming portion 53 is main-
tained in a stretch-formable temperature range of not lower
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than the glass transition point (Tg) but is lower than the
melting point, is stretched, the wall of the forming portion 53
is stretched and, at the same time, the foamed cells A of a
spherical shape or a shape close to the sphere formed in the
forming portion 53, too, are stretched in the direction of
stretch to assume a flat shape. FIGS. 5 to 9 are the sectional
views, along the direction of a maximum stretch, of the body
walls 63 (foamed regions) of the foamed and stretched con-
tainers 60 obtained through the stretching being corre-
sponded to the above-mentioned foam distribution structure
shown in FIG. 4. As will be learned from these drawings, the
foamed cells B of the flat shape located in the central portion
O of the body wall 63 assume the largest length L. in the
direction of maximum stretch being corresponded to the
forming portion 53.

In the following description, the length of the foamed cells
B of the flat shape stands for a length in the direction of
maximum stretch unless stated otherwise.

Though there is no specific limitation on the stretching
condition, it is desired that the stretching is conducted by
setting the stretching conditions such as stretching ratio by
taking into consideration the size of the foamed cells A (A')
of the spherical shape in the central portion O of the forming
portion 53 of the preform 50 so that the length [ of the foamed
cells B of the flat shape has a length L of, for example, not
more than 1000 um and a thickness t of not more than about
100 pm in the central portion O. That is, upon setting the size
of the flatly foamed cells B to lie in the above range in the
central portion O, a high light-blocking capability is attained
in the whole foamed region making it possible to effectively
avoid a decrease in the strength or in the gas-barrier property
caused by foaming.

In the blow-molding which effects the stretching in the
biaxial directions, i.e., in the axial direction (direction of
height) and in the circumferential direction, for example, the
stretching is effected in these directions into about 2 to about
4 times. In the plug-assist forming which effects the stretch-
ing in only one direction, i.e., in the axial direction, the
stretching is effected to a maximum degree in this direction.
Upon conducting the stretching at the same ratio as above,
therefore, the flatly foamed cells B are formed in the above-
mentioned size.

In conducting the stretch-forming, the mouth portion 51 of
the preform 50 is a portion that is not stretched and is not
heated. Namely, this portion is never heated to be higher than
the foam start temperature, and the mouth portion 61 of the
obtained container 60 becomes the unfoamed region where
quite no foamed cell is present. This makes it possible to
effectively prevent the mouth portion 61 from losing the
strength or assuming rough surface caused by foaming and,
therefore, to effectively maintain sealing with the cap,
engagement with the cap, and adhesion with a sealing foil
such as metal foil without impaired by foaming.

As shown in FIGS. 5 to 9, the flatly foamed cells B are
distributed in the foamed region of the body wall 63 being
corresponded to the distributed structure of the foamed cells
A in the forming portion 53 of the preform 50.

The structure of distribution of the flatly foamed cells B
will now be described.

1. Body Wall 63 of the Foamed Structure of the Normally
Distributed Type:

By using the preform 50 having the forming portion 53
which has the foamed structure of, for example, the normally
distributed type of F1G. 4(a), there is formed, in the body wall
63, the foamed structure in which the foamed cells B of the
flat shape are normally distributed as shown in FIG. 5. As will
be learned from FIG. 5, the foamed cells A are stretched in the
direction of stretch and turn into the flatly foamed cells B
which form the foamed layer X>.
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On the outer surface side and the inner surface side of the
container, further, there are formed unfoamed layers Z where
no foamed cell B is present being corresponded to the forming
portion 53 of the preform 50 (see FIG. 4(a)).

This stretch-forming, i.e., flattening of the foamed cells
helps increase the degree of overlapping of the foamed cells
and greatly increase the light-blocking capability.

In the preform 50, further, the foamed cells A* located in
the central portion O have the largest diameter which gradu-
ally decreases toward the outer surface side and the inner
surface side. Corresponding thereto, the foamed cells B flat-
tened by stretching, i.e., the flatly foamed cells B! located in
the central portion O have the largest length L in the direction
of maximum stretch, the length I. gradually decreasing
toward the outer surface side and the inner surface side.

In the foamed structure of the normally distributed type, it
is desired that the lengths of the flatly foamed cells B are
distributed to lie in a predetermined range in the body wall 63
that is stretched. Concretely, the ratio (Lm/Ls) of the length
Lm of the flatly foamed cells B! positioned in the central
portion O and the length Ls of the flatly foamed cells B
present close to the outermost surface or the innermost sur-
face, is, desirably, adjusted to lie in a range of about 1 to about
15 and, specifically, about 1.5 to about 7. The above distribu-
tion of lengths makes it possible to effectively utilize the
advantages of foaming such as obtaining light-blocking capa-
bility, reducing the weight, etc. without accompanied by
inconvenience such as decrease in the strength caused by
foaming. For example, if the above ratio (Lm/Ls) is too great,
the flatly foamed cells B become unnecessarily large in the
central portion O causing a decrease in the strength of the
container 60 which may then break easily. If the above ratio
(Lm/Ls) is too great, further, the thickness of the region X>
decreases where the flatly foamed cells B are present, the
foamed cells B overlap less one upon the other, and the
light-blocking capability may decrease.

The distribution of lengths (Lm/Ls) of the flatly foamed
cells B can be easily adjusted by controlling the temperature
in the central portion of the forming portion 53 at the time of
cooling the preform 50 in the cavity 7. Namely, in taking out
the preform 50 from the cavity 7, the diameter of the foamed
cells A increases as the temperature is maintained high in the
central portion by shortening the cooling time and, therefore,
the length Lm of the flatly foamed cells B!, too, increases.
Based on this, the value of Lm/Ls can be adjusted.

As for the structure of foam distribution in the body wall
63, the unfoamed layer Y on the inner surface side tends to
possess the thickness smaller than the thickness of the
unfoamed layer Y on the outer surface side in the forming
portion 53 (foamed region) of the preform 50. As for the
unfoamed layers Z formed in the inner and outer surfaces of
the body wall 63, in this connection, the unfoamed layer Z on
the inner surface side tends to possess the thickness smaller
than the thickness of the unfoamed layer Z on the outer
surface side. This is because when the preform 50 is taken out
from the cavity 7 as described earlier, the atmosphere on the
inner surface side of the forming portion 53 has a temperature
higher than that on the outer surface side and, therefore, the
foaming tends to proceed toward the inner surface side due to
the heat conducted from the central portion.

The thicknesses of the unfoamed layers Z formed on the
inner surface side and the outer surface side may vary depend-
ing on the use and the thickness of the container wall. Usually,
in connection with the thickness of the forming portion 53
(foamed region) of the preform 50 or the total thickness of the
unfoamed layers Y, the thickness of the container wall (spe-
cifically, the thickness of the body wall 63) can be selected to
be not less than 0.3 mm in the case of a medium to large
container having a high stretching ratio and not less than 2
mm in the case of a small container that is not stretched too
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much. It is, further, desired that the total thickness of the
unfoamed layers Z is in a range of 20 to 70% and, specifically,
301to 60% of the thickness of the container wall. Upon adjust-
ing the thicknesses of the unfoamed layers Z as described
above, it is allowed to utilize the advantages of foaming to a
maximum degree, such as improving light-blocking capabil-
ity, reducing weight and recycling the materials while effec-
tively avoiding disadvantage caused by foaming.

The thicknesses of the unfoamed layers Z can be easily
adjusted by adjusting the thicknesses of the unfoamed layers
Y inthe forming portion 53 of the preform 50 that is subjected
to the stretching by taking the stretching conditions such as
stretching ratio and the like into consideration.

In the foamed and stretched container 60 forming the body
wall 63 of the foamed structure of the above normally distrib-
uted type, the degree of overlapping of the flatly foamed cells
B is adjusted by utilizing the foamed state (size and density of
the foamed cells A' in the central portion) in the forming
portion 53 of the preform 50 such that the total light trans-
mission factor is not more than 70% and, specifically, not
more than 50% for the visible light ray of a wavelength of, for
example, 500 nm. Namely, a high degree of light-blocking
capability can be imparted offering great advantage from the
standpoint of containing contents that are subject to be degen-
erated by light.

The unfoamed layers Z are present in the surfaces of the
foamed region (body wall 63) where the foamed cells B are
distributed effectively preventing the occurrence of swirl
marks caused by the breakage of foams during the forming.
Besides, the surfaces are very smooth exhibiting lustrous and
excellent appearance and, therefore, offering a high commer-
cial value.

2. Body Wall 63 of the Foamed Structure of the Locally
Distributed Type:

By using the preform 50 having the forming portion 53
which has the foamed structure of the locally distributed type
of FIG. 4 (b1), there is formed, in the body wall 63, the
foamed structure in which the foamed cells B of the flat shape
are locally distributed on the inner surface side as shown in
FIG. 6. That is, the flatly foamed cells B drawn by the stretch-
ing are forming the foamed layer X being locally distributed
on the inner surface side corresponding to the distribution of
FIG. 4 (b1).

Corresponding to the preform 50, further, the unfoamed
layer Z where no foamed cell B is present is formed on the
outer surface side of the container.

The stretch-forming, i.e., flattening of the foamed cells
helps increase the degree of overlapping of the foamed cells A
and greatly increase the light-blocking capability. With the
foamed structure of the locally distributed type, further, the
number of the foamed cells A is greatly increasing due to
heating the preform 50 from the inner surface side thereof.
Therefore, the light-blocking capability is, further, improved
contributing to very increasing the degree of whiteness in the
body wall 63 (inclusive of the bottom portion 65) that is
forming the foamed region.

In FIG. 4(b1), further, the foamed cells A® present in the
central portion O have the largest diameter and, besides, the
foamed cells A present in the surface layer portion on the
inner surface side, too, have a large diameter of nearly the
same degree. The foamed cells A present between the central
portion O and the inner surface have diameters of an inter-
mediate size, the diameters of the foamed cells A decreasing
from the central portion O toward the outer surface side. The
foamed structure of the locally distributed type of FIG. 6 has
a distribution of lengths of the flatly foamed cells B flattened
by stretching, that meets the above distribution of diameters
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of'the foamed cells A. Namely, as shown in FIG. 6, the foamed
cells B! present in the central portion O has the largest length
(length in the direction of maximum stretch) Lm, the flatly
formed cells B present in the inner surface, too, have a simi-
larly large length L, and the flatly formed cells B present
between the center O and the inner surface as well as the flatly
formed cells B positioned on the outer surface side have
relatively short lengths.

In the container 60 of the invention forming the body wall
63 of the foamed structure of the above locally distributed
type, the flatly foamed cells B of different lengths are distrib-
uted in many number on the inner surface side and, besides,
the unfoamed layer Z containing no flatly foamed cell B is
formed on the outer surface side. It is, therefore, allowed to
improve the light-blocking capability while maintaining sur-
face smoothness, appearance and printability. For instance,
the light transmission factor for the visible ray (total light
transmission factor at a wavelength of 500 nm) of not more
than 20% can be attained. It is, further, allowed to effectively
avoid a decrease in the strength or in the gas-barrier property
caused by foaming, yet offering advantage from the stand-
point of reducing the weight owing to foaming.

To form the foamed structure ofthe locally distributed type
in the body wall 63, further, the temperature profile must be
established in the forming portion 53 of the preform 50. It is,
therefore, desired that the preform 50 introduced into the step
of'stretching has a thickness in the forming portion of not less
than 2.5 mm. In the case of medium to large containers having
high stretching ratios, therefore, the body wall 63 of the
foamed and stretched container will have a thickness of not
less than 0.3 mm and small containers that do not have to be
so stretched will have a thickness in the container wall of not
less than 2 mm.

In the containers having large thicknesses as described
above, it is desired that the thicknesses of the unfoamed layers
Z are in a range of 10 to 35% and, specifically, 15 to 25% of
the thickness of the body wall 63 of the containers. Upon
adjusting the thicknesses of the unfoamed layers Z, it is
allowed to utilize advantages of foaming to a maximum
degree, such as improving the light-blocking capability,
reducing the weight, recycling the materials and the like
while effectively avoiding disadvantage due to foaming. Ifthe
unfoamed layers Z have small thicknesses, the flatly foamed
cells B assume a state of being distributed over the whole
container wall resulting in the deterioration of strength, gas-
barrier property and appearance.

Further, the body wall 63 having the foamed structure of
the locally distributed type shown in FIG. 7 is obtained by
stretch-forming the preform 50 that has the forming portion
53 in which the foamed structure of the locally distributed
type of FIG. 4(52) has been formed. Namely, in FIG. 7, a
region P corresponding to the finely foamed layer Q on the
inner surface side of FIG. 4(52) is formed in the surface layer
portion on the inner side, and foamed cells B> of very small
lengths are highly densely formed therein. The foamed and
stretched container having the above region P formed in the
foamed region exhibits further improved light-blocking capa-
bility, e.g., a light transmission factor for visible rays of not
higher than 20% and, specifically, not higher than 15%.

3. Body Wall 63 of the Very Finely Foamed Structure:

The foamed structure shown in FIG. 8 is obtained by
stretch-forming the forming portion 53 of FIG. 4(c1), and in
which, being corresponded to the forming portion 53, very
finely foamed layers 30 are formed in the surface layer por-
tion on the inner surface side and in the surface layer portion
on the outer surface side, a foamed core layer X is formed in
the central portion O containing flatly foamed cells B, and
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unfoamed layers Z are formed among the foamed core layer
X3 and the very finely foamed layers 30.

Further, the foamed structure shown in FIG. 9 is obtained
by stretch-forming the forming portion 53 of FIG. 4(¢2), and
in which, being corresponded to the forming portion 53, very
finely foamed layer 30 is formed in the surface layer portion
on the outer surface side only, a region P corresponding to the
finely foamed layer 25 is formed on the inner surface side like
that of the locally distributed type of FIG. 7, and unfoamed
layers Z are formed between the very finely foamed layer 30
and the foamed core layer X>.

Namely, the very finely foamed layers 30 formed in com-
pliance with the very finely foamed layers 20 of FIGS. 4(c1)
and 4(c2) contain, at a high density, the flatly foamed cells B>
having very small lengths L. (e.g., not more than 50 um) in the
direction of maximum stretch, effectively suppressing a
decrease in the appearance, gas-barrier property and print-
ability caused by foaming, yet improving light-blocking
capability.

For instance, the body wall 63 having the foamed structure
shown in FIG. 8 exhibits further improved light-blocking
capability as compared to the foamed structure of the nor-
mally distributed type shown in FIG. 5, and the body wall 63
having the foamed structure shown in FIG. 9 exhibits further
improved light-blocking capability as compared to the
foamed structure of the locally distributed type shown in FIG.
7,1.e., exhibits a light transmission factor for visible rays, that
is further decreased to be not higher than 10%.

InFIGS. 8 and 9, further, the unfoamed layers Z among the
very finely foamed layers 30 and the foamed core layer X> are
for preventing the merging of the flatly foamed very fine cells
B? with the flatly foamed large cells B forming the foamed
core layer X>. The unfoamed layers Z may be as thin as
possible so far as the very finely foamed layers 30 and the
foamed core layer X> can be clearly distinguished from each
other.

The foamed and stretched containers of the invention form-
ing the above-mentioned various kinds of foamed structures
in the body walls 63 are produced by the hot-parison method.
Despite of using the hot-parison method, however, the mouth
portion 61 is reliably prevented from foaming offering, there-
fore, a very high degree of practicability which is the greatest
advantage of the present invention.

Moreover, the foamed and stretched containers of the
invention are produced by the hot-parison method which
effectively utilizes the heat and which, therefore, can be effec-
tively applied to producing containers having large thick-
nesses. The cold-parison method requires a large amount of
heat energy for stretching thick preforms. According to the
present invention, however, the preform that is formed is
foamed and stretched in a state of maintaining a temperature
atwhich it can be stretched; i.e., there is no need of heating the
preform.

The above containers are very utilizable in the field where
high degree of appearance is required, such as containing
cosmetics in addition to being used for containing seasonings
and detergents such as shampoo and the like. They canalso be
used in the field of beverages and the like, as a matter of
course.

EXAMPLES

The invention will now be described by way of Examples.
In the following Examples, the foamed and stretch-formed
containers were produced according to the process shown in
FIG. 1. The injection-molding machine was a so-called foam-
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injection machine capable of dosing a foaming gas on the way
of a heating barrel to effect the mixing.

The metal mold was the one having a structure as sche-
matically shown in FIG. 2. The metal mold can be cooled
down to temperatures that are different depending on the
mouth portion and the body wall (forming portion). Namely,
the mouth portion is cooled by controlling the temperature of
the cooling water that flows into the metal mold of a portion
designated at 3(a) in FIG. 2, and the body wall can be cooled
by controlling the temperature of the cooling water that flows
into the metal mold of portions designated at 3(5) and 5 in
FIG. 2 and that, further, flows into the metal mold forming the
bottom portion.

As the resin for forming containers, use was made of a
commercially available PET resin (intrinsic viscosity: 0.84
dl/g) for bottles, that was dried to a sufficient degree by using
a dehumidifier/drier.

In the following Examples, the PET resin was fed to a
hopper of the injection-molding machine, a nitrogen gas was
dosed as the foaming agent on the way of the heating barrel of
the injection-molding machine and was mixed together with
the PET resin so as to be dissolved therein, and the molten
PET in which the gas was dissolved injection-molded into a
preform of the shape of a test tube (weight; 25 g, thickness of
the body wall in mold cavity: 3 to 3.5 mm). In conducting the
injection-molding, the air of a high pressure was dosed into
the metal mold prior to starting the injection to suppress the
foaming at the time of filling.

As the conditions for the injection-molding, the pressure at
the time of filling was adjusted, the time for cooling the
interior of the metal mold was adjusted, and the temperature
of'the preform was controlled at the time of when it was taken
out to control the foaming. Here, the time for holding the
pressure at the time of filling can be defined to be the total time
of' the filling time and the holding pressure time.

The preform taken out from the injection-molding metal
mold was passed through the step of annealing for about 10
seconds to about 30 seconds to adjust the temperature of the
preform and was, thereafter, stretch-blow molded into a 500-
ml bottle. The stretching ratios in the longitudinal and trans-
verse directions were about 3 times, respectively.

The following methods were based upon for making evalu-
ations described in Examples and Comparative Examples.
(1) Stretch-Blow Adaptability:

The preform taken out from the injection-molding metal
mold was measured for its temperatures on the surfaces
thereof by using a thermometer of the contact type. Peak
temperatures for a period of 10 to 30 seconds after taken out
were evaluated as preform temperatures. If the temperatures
were 85° C. to 120° C. on the inner and outer surfaces of the
body wall, the stretch-blow adaptability was evaluated to be
good. Ifthe temperatures were lower than 85° C. or not lower
than 120° C., the stretch-blow adaptability was evaluated to
be poor.

(2) Foaming in the Mouth Portion:

The preform taken out from the injection-molding metal
mold was cooled with the air for 10 to 30 seconds followed by
the cooling with water to terminate the foaming. Thereafter,
the foaming in the mouth portion and in the body wall was
confirmed by observing the cross section thereof with the eye
or by using an electron microscope. The evaluation was on the
following basis.

® (Best): No foamed cell was found at all in the mouth

portion.

O (Good): Foamed cell was not found in the threaded

portion of the mouth portion but was found to a slight
degree in the thick support ring portion.
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x (Poor): Foamed cells were found in the whole mouth
portion.
(3) Foamed Structure in the Body Wall:

The preform of (2) above or the bottle that was stretch-
blow-molded was observed for the formation of foamed cells
in the body wall in cross section by using the electron micro-
scope. Further, the foamed layers and the unfoamed layers
were evaluated for their thicknesses.

(4) Evaluating the Light-Blocking Capability:

The obtained bottle was cut near the central portion of the
body wall and was measured for its total light transmission
factor at a wavelength of 500 nm by using a spectrophotom-
eter (UV-3100PC manufactured by Shimazu Mfg. Co.) based
on the integration sphere measuring method.

Evaluating the Stretched and Foamed Bottle of a
Foamed Structure of the Normally Distributed Type

Example 1

A PET resin was thrown into a hopper of a foam-injection
machine, heated and melted, a foaming agent of nitrogen was
fed in an amount of 0.13 wt % per the amount of the resin on
the way of the heating barrel, and a container preform was
formed by the injection-molding. Here, prior to starting the
injection, the interior of the metal mold was filled with the air
of a high pressure of 5 MPa (counter pressure), and the pres-
sure was released nearly simultaneously with the completion
of the injection.

The temperatures of the cooling water flowing into the
metal mold were so controlled that the mouth portion was
maintained at 20° C. and the body wall at 60° C. The filling
and holding pressure was 50 MPa, maintained for 11 seconds
(in which the filling time was 2.2 seconds) and, after the
pressure has been maintained, the cooling time in the metal
mold was 0.5 seconds. The conditions for forming the pre-
form were as shown in Table 1.

After the injection-molding, the state where the foaming
was taking place in the body wall could be observed imme-
diately after the preform was taken out from the metal mold.
The preform was maintained at room temperature for 20
seconds, and the temperatures were measured on the surfaces
of'the preform. Thereafter, the preform was cooled with water
to terminate the foaming, and was observed on the sectional
surface. When the bottle was to be formed, the preform was
similarly taken out from the metal mold, maintained at room
temperature for 20 seconds, and was immediately formed into
a container of the shape of a bottle by using the stretch-blow-
molding machine.

Table 2 shows the evaluated results of the preform and FIG.
10 shows the appearance thereof. The temperatures in the
body wall of the preform were in a range o 85° C. t0 120° C.,
and the blow adaptability was good.

As is obvious from FIG. 10-A) which is a photograph of
appearance, further, quite no foamed cell was seen in the
mouth portion whereas the foamed cells were formed in the
body wall. The foamed structure was such that the unfoamed
layers of 1.07 mm and 1.0 mm were formed in the outer
surface and in the inner surface, respectively, and a foamed
layer of 1.44 mm was formed in the central portion between
them. Moreover, the foamed layer contained in the central
portion thereof bubbles of sizes of about 200 um, whereas
small bubbles of about 100 um were contained in the bound-
aries to the unfoamed layers in the inner and outer surfaces.

FIG. 11 is a photograph of a bottle obtained by stretch-
blow-molding, from which it is obvious that the foams were
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not quite formed in the mouth portion but were formed in the
body wall and in the bottom portion.

The foamed structure of the body wall was such that the
foamed structure of the preform was stretched in the direction
of stretch; i.e., unfoamed layers were thickly formed in the
inner and outer surfaces, and bubbles were formed in the
foamed layer becoming longer in the direction of stretch as
they approached the central portion. The surface exhibited
smooth and lustrous appearance due to the unfoamed layer
thickly formed in the outer surface.

Example 2

A preform and a bottle were formed in the same manner as
in Example 1 but setting the temperature at the end of the
extruder to be 290° C. which was 15° C. lower than that of
Example 1, so controlling the temperatures of the cooling
water flowing into the metal mold that the mouth portion was
maintained at 10° C. and the body wall at 50° C., holding the
pressure for 8 seconds at the time of filling, effecting the
cooling in the metal mold for 0 second, and maintaining the
room temperature for 10 seconds after the preform was taken
out.

Table 2 shows the evaluated results of the preform and FIG.
10 shows the appearance thereof.

The temperatures in the body wall of the preform were in a
range of 85° C. to 120° C., and the blow adaptability was
good.

As is obvious from FIG. 10-B) which is a photograph of
appearance, further, quite no foamed cell was seen in the
threaded portion of the mouth portion whereas the foamed
cells were formed in the body wall.

As shown in FIG. 12, further, the foamed structure in the
body wall of the preform was such that the unfoamed layers
were thickly formed in the inner and outer surfaces, the
foamed cells were formed in the central portion, and the
largest foamed cells were formed in the central portion. The
foamed cells in the central portion and in the boundaries to the
unfoamed layers possessed sizes of about 100 um and about
30 um, respectively.

After the stretch-blow-molding, the bottle was not foamed
in the mouth portion but was foamed in the body wall and in
the bottom portion. The foamed structure of the body wall
was such that the unfoamed layers were thickly formed in the
inner and outer surfaces, and bubbles were formed in the
foamed layer becoming longer in the direction of stretch as
they approached the central portion. The surface exhibited
smooth and lustrous appearance due to the unfoamed layer
thickly formed in the outer surface.

Example 3

A preform and a bottle were formed in the same manner as
in Example 2 but holding the pressure for 6 seconds at the
time of filling.

The stretch-blow adaptability was good, and there was
obtained a preform that was not foamed in the mouth portion
but was foamed in the body wall and in the bottom portion.

The foamed structure in the body wall of the preform was
such that the unfoamed layers were thickly formed in the
inner and outer surfaces, the foamed layer was formed in the
central portion, and larger foamed cells were formed toward
the central portion. The foamed cells in the central portion and
in the boundaries to the unfoamed layers possessed sizes of
about 250 um and about 40 pm, respectively.

After the stretch-blow-molding, the bottle was not foamed
in the mouth portion but was foamed in the body wall and in
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the bottom portion. The foamed structure of the body wall
was such that the unfoamed layers were thickly formed in the
inner and outer surfaces, and bubbles were formed in the
foamed layer becoming longer in the direction of stretch as
they approached the central portion. The surface exhibited
smooth and lustrous appearance due to the unfoamed layer
thickly formed in the outer surface.

Comparative Example 1

32

The preform developed so-called defective swirl marks on
the surface of the mouth portion and contained foamed cells
in the mouth portion. This was presumably due to that the
foaming took place while the resin was injected into the metal
mold, and the foaming could not be suppressed to a sufficient
degree despite the pressure was subsequently applied.

Comparative Example 4

3 bAtp;elfg.rm was formed I{I;Bh&ssmi gllariper asfl{rillﬁxanzlpﬁe 10 A preform was formed in the same manner as in Example
ut holding a pressure ol & aat the time of ntlng. Lhe 3 but holding the pressure for 4 seconds at the time of filling.
pressure of 20 MPa at the time of filling was in a standard Th P P ino th hebl P
range of pressure that was employed when the unfoamed L'e preform was good concerning the stretch-blow adapt-
preforms without containing foaming agent were to be  ability and foamed state in the body wall, but developed
formed, and was not a particularly low pressure. 15 bubbles in the mouth portion.
Table 2 shows the evaluated results of the preform and FIG.
10 shows the appearance thereof. Comparative Example 5
The temperatures in the body wall of the preform were in a
range of 85° C. to 120° C., and the blow adaptability was A preform was formed in the same manner as in Example
good. As is obvious from FIG. 10-C) which is a photograph of ;3 ¢ setting the metal mold temperature of the mouth portion
appearance, however, the preform as a whole inclusive of the at 50° C.
mouth portion had been foamed. Though the.foamed state The preform was good concerning the stretch-blow adapt-
was good in the body wall, the mouth portion had been - .
o : ability and foamed state in the body wall, but developed
foamed not only exhibiting poor appearance but also posing . .
. e . . . bubbles in the mouth portion.
instability in the sealing and dimension. 25
Comparative Example 2 TABLE 1
A preform was formed in the same manner as in Example ?emp-l Bl d Time &
3 but so controlling the temperatures of the cooling water of metal Lme an 1me for
N ) N N mold-cooling holding cooling
flowing into the metal mold that the mouth portion was main- 30 water. ° C. pressure the Counter
tained at 20° C. and the body wall at 25° C. . o
The preform was good without foaming in the mouth por- Mouth Boily Pressure, Time, mtelgor of pressure,
tion, but the foamed cells in the body wall were less than those portion  wa MPa  sec. mold,scc. —MPa
of Example 1 to 3. Further, the temperatures on the inner and Ex. 1 20 60 50 11 0.5 5
outer surfaces of the body wall were lower than 85° C., and 35 EX- g }8 28 28 E 8 2
.1 X.
the stretch adaptability was poor. Comp. Ex. 1 10 P o 6 0 p
Comparative Example 3 Comp. Ex. 2 20 25 50 6 0 5
Comp. Ex. 3 10 50 50 6 0 0
. . Comp. Ex. 4 10 50 50 4 0 5
A preform was formed in the same manner as in Example 40 Comp. Ex. 5 50 50 50 6 0 5
3 but without pressurizing the interior of the metal mold with
a high-pressure gas prior to starting the injection.
TABLE 2
Foaming in the body wall of preform
Foaming in Thickness, mm
Preform the mouth Outer Central Inner
temperature, ° C. portion of unfoamed  foamed  unfoamed
*1 %2 *3  *4 preform layer layer layer
Ex. 1 55 103 107 good no ©  yes 1.07 1.44 1.00
Ex.2 57 85 91 good no O yes 0.62 1.92 0.53
Ex. 3 63 90 99 good no O yes 0.64 2.42 0.56
Comp. 62 98 102 good vyes X yes — — —
Ex. 1
Comp. 50 76 80 poor mno ®@ yes — — —
Ex. 2
Comp. —_ — —_ — yes X yes — — —
Ex. 3
Comp. 74 104 112 good yes X yes — — —
Ex. 4
Comp. 73 91 100 good vyes X yes — — —
Ex. 5

*1: Outer surface of mouth portion

*#2: Outer surface of body wall

*3: Inner surface of body wall
*4: Stretch blow adaptability
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Evaluating the Stretched and Foamed Bottle of a
Foamed Structure of the Locally Distributed Type

Example 4

The PET resin was thrown into the hopper of the foam-
injection machine, heated and melted, the foaming agent of
nitrogen was fed in an amount of 0.13 wt % per the amount of
the resin on the way of the heating barrel, and a preform (31
g, overall length of 110 mm, maximum thickness of the body
wall of about 4.2 mm) for a 500-ml bottle was formed. Here,
prior to starting the injection, the interior of the metal mold
was filled with the air of a high pressure of 5 MPa (so-called
counter-pressure method), and the pressure was released
nearly simultaneously with the completion of the injection.

The temperatures of the cooling water flowing into the
metal mold were so controlled that the mouth portion was
maintained at 15° C. and the body wall at 25° C. The pressure
at the time of filling was 50 MPa, maintained for 20 seconds
(in which the injection time was about 3 seconds) and, after
the pressure has been held, the cooling time in the metal mold
was 1 second.

After the injection-molding, the state where the foaming
was taking place in the body wall of the preform could be
observed immediately after the preform was taken out from
the metal mold. The preform was maintained at room tem-
perature for 10 seconds, and the peak temperatures were
measured on the surfaces of the preform by using the ther-
mometer of the contact type. Thereafter, the preform was
cooled with water to terminate the foaming, and was observed
on the sectional surface.

When the bottle was to be formed, the preform taken out
from the injection-molding metal mold was readily trans-
ferred to the stretch-blow-molding machine and was
re-heated. The re-heating was such that when the inner sur-
face side was to be heated, an iron core heated at a high
temperature was inserted in the preform to heat the inner
surface of the body wall of the preform for 10 seconds. The
outer surface was weakly heated by using an infrared heater in
a manner that no foamed cell was formed in the outer layer
and that the stretchable temperature could be maintained. The
re-heating was followed by the stretch-blow-molding to form
a container of the shape of a bottle.

The peak temperatures of the body wall of the preform after
it was taken out from the metal mold were 88° C. on the outer
surface and 100° C. on the inner surface, and at which the
preform could be stretched.

FIG. 13-a shows the appearance of the preform after it was
re-heated. As is obvious from this photograph of appearance,
no foamed cell was seen in the mouth portion and the foamed
cells had been formed in the body wall.

FIG. 14-a is a photograph showing in cross section the
foamed portion in the body wall.

The outer layer was the unfoamed layer which was about
25% of the thickness of the preform, and the foamed cells
were formed in the central portion and in the inner layer. The
average cell diameter of the foamed cells was 84 pum in the
central portion (about 50% of the whole thickness) and their
sizes were decreasing toward the outer surface and the inner
surface. Further, the inner layer (about 25% of the whole
thickness) contained the foamed cells of an average cell diam-
eter of 45 pm. From the comparison with Comparative
Example 6 appearing later, it was considered that the foamed
cells in the inner layer side were foamed as a result of re-
heating the inner surface side after the injection-molding.

FIG. 15-a is a photograph of a bottle after it was stretch-
blow-molded.
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As is obvious from this photograph, the container had not
been foamed at all in the mouth portion but had been foamed
in the body wall and in the bottom portion.

The foamed structure in the body wall, as shown in FIG.
15-b, was like that of stretching the foamed structure of the
preform in the direction of stretch. Namely, the outer layer
was the unfoamed layer which was about 25% of the whole
thickness, and the flatly foamed cells stretched in the direc-
tion of stretch were formed in the central portion and in the
inner layer. The foamed cells were large in the central portion,
and the foamed cells on the inner layer side were smaller than
those in the central portion.

The surface of the obtained bottle exhibited smooth and
lustrous appearance due to the unfoamed layer thickly formed
in the outer surface. The total light transmission factor of the
body wall was 11.3%, which was a high light-blocking capa-
bility.

Example 5

A preform and a bottle were formed in the same manner as
in Example 1 but by increasing the iron core temperature for
heating the inner surface to be higher than that in Example 1
and changing the heating time to 5 seconds in re-heating the
preform of Example 4.

The preform after re-heated had not been foamed in the
mouth portion but had been foamed in the body wall like in
Example 4. In the body wall, the outer layer was a thick
unfoamed layer, and the central portion contained large
foamed cells which were becoming smaller toward the inner
and outer surfaces roughly like in Example 4. However, the
foamed structure in the inner layer was different from that of
Example 4. Namely, as shown in FI1G. 4 (¢2), relatively large
foamed cells were formed near the inner surface in contrast
with Example 4, and smaller foamed cells were formed in the
intermediate portion between the central portion and the inner
surface.

The above formed structure stemmed probably from that
the foamed cells large in size grew in the inner surface due to
a higher iron core temperature for heating the inner surface
than that in Example 4 and that the foamed cells did not so
much grow in the intermediate portion between the central
portion and the inner surface since the temperature therein
was not so high due to short re-heating time.

The foamed structure in the bottle was like that of stretch-
ing the foamed structure of the preform in the direction of
stretch. Further, the total light transmission factor of the body
wall was 17%, which was a high light-blocking capability.

Example 6

A bottle was formed in the same manner as in Example 4
but without re-heating the preform after it was injection-
molded.

The preform was not foamed in the mouth portion and was
maintained at a temperature suited for effecting the stretch-
forming. Further, as is obvious from FIG. 14-6 which is a
photograph of a cross section of the body wall of the preform,
the outer layer was a thick unfoamed layer, foamed cells of
large sizes were formed in the central portion, and the foamed
cells were becoming smaller toward the inner and outer sur-
faces like in Example 4. Here, however, no foamed cell was
seen in the inner layer which, therefore, was a thick unfoamed
layer like the outer layer.

The total light transmission factor in the body wall of the
bottle was 28%, and was inferior to the light-blocking capa-
bility of Example 4.
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Comparative Example 6

A preform for 500 ml was formed by using the same
injection-molding machine as the one used in Example 4 and
changing the preform-forming metal mold into the one for 25
g (overall length of about 100 mm, maximum thickness of
body wall of about 3.2 mm). The preform was formed by so
controlling the temperatures of the cooling water flowing into
the metal mold that the mouth portion was maintained at 10°
C. and the body wall at 50° C. The pressure at the time of
filling was 20 MPa, was held for 6 seconds, and the cooling
time in the metal mold was 0 second. The pressure of 20 MPa
at the time of filling was in a standard range of when the
unfoamed preform without containing foaming agent was to
be formed, and was not a particularly low pressure.

After taken out from the metal mold, the preform was
immediately transferred to the stretch-forming machine to
form a bottle.

FIG. 13-b is a photograph showing the appearance of the
preform that was taken out just before being stretch-formed
and is in a state of being cooled with water to discontinue the
foaming. As will be learned from the photograph, the foamed
cells were formed not only in the body wall of the preform but
also in the mouth portion thereof. The obtained bottle, too,
had been formed in the mouth portion as a matter of course,
not only exhibiting poor appearance of the mouth portion but
also posing instability in the sealing and dimension.

Evaluating the Stretched and Foamed Bottle of the
Very Finely Foamed Structure

Example 7

The PET resin was thrown into the hopper of the foam-
injection-molding machine, heated and melted, the foaming
agent of nitrogen was fed in an amount of 0.13 wt % per the
amount of the resin on the way of the heating barrel, and a
preform (31 g, overall length of 110 mm, maximum metal
mold thickness of the body wall of about 4.2 mm) for a
500-ml bottle was formed. Here, prior to starting the injec-
tion, the interior of the metal mold was filled with the air of a
high pressure of 5 MPa (so-called counter-pressure method),
and the pressure was released nearly simultaneously with the
completion of the injection.

The conditions for the injection-molding were set as
described below so that the mouth portion of the preform was
not foamed by taking the sealing with the cap into consider-
ation and that a number of foamed cells were formed in the
body wall by taking the light-blocking capability into consid-
eration. Namely, the temperatures of the cooling water flow-
ing into the metal mold were so controlled that the mouth
portion was maintained at 15° C. and the body wall at 25° C.
The pressure at the time of filling was 50 MPa, was held for 20
seconds (in which the filling time was about 3 seconds) and,
after the pressure has been held, the cooling time in the metal
mold was 0 second.

After the injection-molding, the preform was taken out
from the metal mold and was immediately transferred into the
stretch-blow-molding machine to re-heat the body wall and
the bottom portion. The re-heating was such that when the
inner surface side was to be heated, the iron core heated at a
high temperature was inserted in the preform to heat the inner
surface of the body wall and of the bottom portion of the
preform for 10 seconds. The outer surface was weakly heated
by using the infrared heater in a manner that the foamed cells
did not grow excessively on the outer layer side and that the
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stretchable temperature could be maintained. The re-heating
was followed by the stretch-blow-molding to form a con-
tainer of the shape of a bottle.

FIG. 17 is a sectional view of the foamed body wall of the
preform just before it is stretch-blow-molded but after it is
cooled with water to discontinue the foaming as observed by
using an electron microscope.

As will be learned from the figure, the preform is consti-
tuted by four layers of a very finely foamed layer, an
unfoamed layer, a foamed layer in the central portion and a
finely foamed layer from the outer surface toward the inner
surface of the preform.

The very finely foamed layer which is the outer surface has
a thickness of 0.57 mm (10% of the whole thickness) and is
constituted by very fine and highly densely foamed cells
having an average cell diameter of 6.6 um and a cell density of
6x107 cells/cm?>.

The unfoamed layer has a thickness of 0.61 mm (11% of
the whole thickness).

The foamed layer in the central portion (foamed core layer)
has a thickness of 3.0 mm (55% of the whole thickness) and
contains the foamed cells of the greatest sizes in the central
portion thereof in the direction of thickness, the sizes of the
foamed cells decreasing toward the inner and outer surfaces.

The finely foamed layer has a thickness of 1.4 mm (24% of
the whole thickness) and contains the foamed cells of sizes
smaller than those in the foamed layer in the central portion
but larger than those in the very finely foamed layer.

In Example 7, further, the preform taken out from the metal
mold was held in its state for 10 seconds without being re-
heated and was, thereafter, cooled with water to discontinue
the foaming. From the observation of the cross section
thereof, it was confirmed that the very finely foamed layer had
been formed on the outer surface side and the unfoamed layer
had been formed in the inside thereof like the case of when the
preform was re-heated. The very finely foamed layer was
forming the foamed cells of sizes smaller than those of when
the preform was re-heated.

FIG. 16 is a photograph showing in cross section the body
wall of the bottle of Example 7. As is obvious from the
photograph, the foamed structure (FIG. 17) of before being
stretch-blow-molded is stretched in the direction of stretch,
and the preform is constituted by four layers of the very finely
foamed layer, unfoamed layer, foamed layer in the central
portion (foamed core layer) and finely foamed layer from the
outer surface toward the inner surface.

The foamed and stretched bottle that was obtained had a
smooth outer surface presenting very fine and excellent
appearance from which the presence of foamed cells could
not be quite discerned with the eye.

Further, the central portion of the body wall of the bottle
was cut out and was measured for its total light transmission
factor at a wavelength of 500 nm to be 8.8%, i.e., excellent
light-blocking capability.

Example 8

A preform and a foamed and stretched bottle were formed
in the same manner as in Example 7 but so controlling the
temperatures of the cooling water flowing into the metal mold
during the injection-molding that the mouth portion was
maintained at 15° C. and the body wall at 20° C., setting the
cooling time in the metal mold after the pressure has been
held to be 3 seconds, and without re-heating the preform
before the stretch-blow-molding.

The preform was taken out before it was stretch-blow-
molded to make sure the structure of foaming in the same
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manner as in Example 7. No very finely foamed layer was
seen in the outer layer as shown in FIG. 17, and the preform
was constituted by three layers of the unfoamed layer, foamed
layer in the central portion (foamed core layer) and unfoamed
layer from the outer surface side.

The foamed and stretched bottle that was obtained had a
smooth outer surface presenting relatively excellent appear-
ance but from which the presence of foamed cells in the
central portion could be slightly discerned with the eye
through the unfoamed layer that was the outer surface.
Namely, the bottle was inferior to that of Example 1 inregard
to fineness of appearance. Further, the total light transmission
factor was 26%, and the light-blocking capability was inferior
to that of Example 7.

DESCRIPTION OF REFERENCE NUMERALS

p—

: injection metal mold
3: shell metal mold
(3a: mouth portion metal mold, 36: forming portion metal
mold)
5: core metal mold
7: cavity
9: injection nozzle
10: gas port
20: very finely foamed layer
50: preform
53: forming portion
60: foamed and stretched container
63: body wall
A: spherically foamed cells
B: flatly foamed cells
X, X!, X2, X3: foamed layers
Y, Z: unfoamed layers
30: very finely foamed layer

The invention claimed is:

1. A foamed and stretched plastic container having a mouth
portion and a container wall continuous to said mouth portion
and is stretch-formed, said container wall forming a foamed
region where foamed cells are distributed, and said mouth
portion being an unfoamed region where no foamed cell is
present, wherein;

the foamed cells present in said foamed region have a flat

shape being stretched in a direction of stretch, and said
foamed cells positioned in a central portion in a direction
of'thickness of the container wall have the largest lengths
in a direction of maximum stretch.

2. The foamed and stretched plastic container according to
claim 1, wherein the lengths of the foamed cells in the direc-
tion of maximum stretch positioned on an innermost surface
side and on an outermost surface side relative to the central
portion in the direction of thickness of the container wall, are
smaller than the lengths of the foamed cells in the direction of
maximum stretch positioned in the central portion.

3. The foamed and stretched plastic container according to
claim 1, wherein in said foamed region, an unfoamed layer
where no foamed cell is present is formed on an inner surface
side and/or on an outer surface side relative to the central
portion in the direction of thickness of the container wall.

4. The foamed and stretched plastic container according to
claim 3, wherein in said foamed region, unfoamed layers are
formed on the inner surface side and on the outer surface side
relative to the central portion in the direction of thickness of
the container wall, the unfoamed layer on the outer surface
side being thicker than the unfoamed layer on the inner sur-
face side.
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5. The foamed and stretched plastic container according to
claim 4, wherein in said foamed region, the thickness of the
container wall is not less than 0.3 mm, and the total thickness
of the unfoamed layers on the inner surface side and on the
outer surface side is in a range of 20 to 70% of the thickness
of said container wall.

6. The foamed and stretched plastic container according to
claim 1, wherein said foamed cells are locally distributed on
the inner surface side relative to the central portion in the
direction of thickness of the container wall.

7. The foamed and stretched plastic container according to
claim 6, wherein in said foamed region, the foamed cells are
distributed from the central portion of the container wall up to
the surface layer portion in the inner surface of the container
wall, and the foamed cells which are the shortest in the direc-
tion of maximum stretch are distributed in the form of a layer
in an intermediate portion between the central portion of the
container wall and the surface layer portion in the inner sur-
face of the container wall.

8. The foamed and stretched plastic container according to
claim 6, wherein in said foamed region, the foamed cells are
distributed from the central portion of the container wall up to
the surface layer portion in the inner surface of the container
wall, and the foamed cells which are the shortest in the direc-
tion of maximum stretch are distributed at the highest density
in the form of a layer in the surface layer portion in the inner
surface of the container wall.

9. The foamed and stretched plastic container according to
claim 6, wherein in said foamed region, the thickness of the
container wall is not less than 0.3 mm, and an unfoamed layer
where no foamed cell is present is formed on the outer surface
side of the container wall over a range of 10 to 35% of the
thickness of said container wall.

10. The foamed and stretched plastic container according
to claim 6, wherein said foamed region has a visible light
transmission factor of not more than 20%.

11. The foamed and stretched plastic container according
to claim 1, wherein in said foamed region, a very finely
foamed layer is formed in the surface layer portion on the
outer surface side of the container wall and/or in the surface
layer portion on the inner surface side thereof, the very finely
foamed layer containing, distributed therein, the foamed cells
which are the shortest in the direction of maximum stretch,
and an unfoamed layer where no foamed cell is distributed is
formed between said very finely foamed layer and the foamed
core layer that contains the foamed cells positioned in the
central portion of the container wall.

12. A method of producing a foamed and stretched plastic
container by forming a preform of a shape having a mouth
portion and a forming portion continuous to the mouth por-
tion by injection-molding a mold cavity with a molten poly-
mer, transferring said preform taken out from the mold cavity
to a step of stretch-forming, and stretch-forming the forming
portion of said preform, wherein;

said molten polymer is a melt in which an inert gas is

dissolved;

a metal mold forming said mold cavity is a metal mold of

which a portion corresponding to said mouth portion has
a cooling capability larger than that of a portion corre-
sponding to said forming portion;

said mold cavity is injection-filled with said molten poly-

mer while applying a pressure thereto to hold a high
pressure in said mold cavity so that foaming does not
take place;

said mouth portion is forcibly cooled by said metal mold so

that the foaming does not take place even after the pres-
sure is released;
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said forming portion is weakly cooled by said metal mold
so that the foaming takes place starting from a central
portion of a container wall due to the temperature of
resin after the pressure has been released; and

the preform taken out from said metal mold is transferred to

said step of stretching and is stretch-formed while the
central portion of the container wall of said forming
portion is still being maintained at a stretch-formable
temperature;

wherein the resulting foamed and stretched plastic con-

tainer having said mouth portion and said container wall
continuous to the mouth portion and is stretch-formed,
the container wall forming a foamed region where
foamed cells are distributed, and that said mouth portion
being an unfoamed region where no foamed cell is
present, wherein;

the foamed cells present in the foamed region have a flat

shape being stretched in a direction of stretch, and the
foamed cells positioned in a central portion in a direction
of'thickness of the container wall have the largest lengths
in a direction of maximum stretch.

13. The method of producing a foamed and stretched plas-
tic container according to claim 12, wherein when said pre-
form is taken out from said mold cavity after the pressure has
been released, the central portion of the container wall of the
forming portion is maintained at a foamable and stretchable
temperature, and the foaming takes place starting from the
central portion of said forming portion as said preform is
taken out from said mold cavity.

14. The method of producing a foamed and stretched plas-
tic container according to claim 12, wherein when said pre-
form is taken out from said mold cavity after the pressure has
been released, the outer surface and the inner surface of the
forming portion of said preform have been cooled down to a
temperature at which the foaming does not take place, and
after said preform is taken out from said mold cavity, the
foaming proceeds from said central portion toward the outer
surface side and the inner surface side due to heat conducted
from the central portion.
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15. The method of producing a foamed and stretched plas-
tic container according to claim 12, wherein at least after said
preform is taken out from said mold cavity, the temperatures
on the outer surface and the inner surface of the forming
portion of said preform rise to the stretchable temperature due
to heat conducted from the central portion.

16. The method of producing a foamed and stretched plas-
tic container according to claim 12, wherein even after said
preform is taken out from said mold cavity, the outer surface
and the inner surface of the forming portion of said preform
are maintained at temperatures at which no foaming takes
place.

17. The method of producing a foamed and stretched plas-
tic container according to claim 12, wherein said forming
portion taken out from said metal mold is selectively heated
from the inner surface side so that the foaming starts taking
place from the central portion of the container wall as well as
from the inner surface side of said forming portion.

18. The method of producing a foamed and stretched plas-
tic container according to claim 12, wherein in the foamed
preform introduced into the step of stretching, the foamed
cells positioned on the innermost surface side and on the
outermost surface side in the direction of thickness of the
container wall have diameters smaller than the diameters of
the foamed cells positioned in said central portion.

19. The method of producing a foamed and stretched plas-
tic container according to claim 12, wherein in the foamed
preform introduced into the step of stretching, said foamed
cells are locally distributed between the central portion and
the inner surface side in the direction of thickness of the
container wall.

20. The method of producing a foamed and stretched plas-
tic container according to claim 12, wherein in the foamed
preform introduced into the step of stretching, the surface
layer on the outer surface side and/or the inner surface side of
the container wall of the forming portion is forming a very
finely foamed layer in which very finely foamed cells having
diameters of not more than 15 um are distributed in the form
of a layer at a density of not less than 1x107 cells/cm>.
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